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If Alvirah had known on that July evening what was waiting for her at her f 
ancy new apartment on Central Park South, she would never have gotten off t 
he plane. As it was, there was absolutely no hint of foreboding in her usu 
ally keen psyche as the plane circled for a landing. 

Even though she and Willy had been bitten by the travel bug after they won 
forty million dollars in the lottery, and had by now taken a number of exci 
ting trips, Alvirah was always glad to get back to New York. 

There was something heartwarming about the view from the airplane: the skys 
crapers silhouetted against the clouds, the lights of the bridges that span 
ned the East River. 

Willy patted her hand, and Alvirah turned to him with an affectionate smile. 
He looked grand, she thought, in his new blue linen jacket that matched th 
e color of his eyes. With those eyes and his thick head of white hair. Will 
y was a double for Tip O'Neill, no mistake about it. 

Alvirah smoothed her russet-brown hair, recently tinted and styled by Dale 
of London. Dale had marveled to hear that Alvirah was pushing sixty. " 
You're funning me," he had gasped. She knew such compliments were probabl 
y hollow, but she liked to hear them anyway. 



Yes, Alvirah reflected as she watched the city below, life had been grand to 
her and Willy. In addition to allowing them to travel at will and to buy a 
11 the creature comforts one could desire, their newfound wealth had also op 
ened new doors of opportunity in unexpected ways, such as her involvement wi 
th one of the city's major newspapers, the New York Globe. It all began whe 
n a Globe editor talked to her and Willy after they won the lottery. Alvira 
h had told him that she was realizing her longtime ambition to be a guest at 
the elegant Cypress Point Spa, and it wasn't just the make over she was loo 
king forward to-it was also the chance to be mingling with all the celebrit 
ies she loved to read about. 

The newspaper editor, obviously spotting in Alvirah some special talent for 
sniffing out news, plus the perseverance to pursue it to the end, persuaded 
her to take on an assignment for him. He asked her to keep her eyes open an 
d her ears alert, with the idea in mind of writing an article about her expe 
riences at the exclusive spa. And to further aid her in the process of gath 
ering news and impressions, he gave her a lapel pin in the shape of a sunbur 
st that actually contained a tiny recording device. That way she could reco 
rd her impressions while they were fresh, and she might even pick up a few b 
its of conversation from those very people she was so anxious to meet. 

The results had proved even more dramatic than either she or the editor had 
hoped, for at the spa she recorded someone who was in the act of trying to 
kill her, an attack brought on by her sleuthing into a murder that had occ 
urred there. With the help of her detection-and the handy recording devic 
e-Alvirah had not only helped to solve a crime but had embarked on a whole 
new and unexpected career as occasional columnist and amateur sleuth. 

Now, as she sat buckled into her seat, thinking back over her most recent tr 
ip, she fingered the sunburst pin-a more-or-less permanent fixture on any o 
utfit she wore-and reflected on how disappointed her editor was going to be 
. "This trip was wonderful," she said to Willy, "but there wasn't a single 
adventure I could write about. The most exciting thing during the whole tr 
ip was when the Queen stopped in for tea at the Stafford Hotel, and the mana 
ger's cat attacked her corgis." 

"Well I for one am glad we had a nice, calm vacation," Willy said. "I can't 
take much more of you almost getting killed solving crimes." 

The British Airways flight attendant was walking down the aisle of the first- 
class cabin, checking that seat belts were fastened. "I certainly enjoyed ta 
Iking with you," she told them. 



Willy had explained to her, as he would to almost any willing ear, that he'd 
been a plumber and Alvirah a cleaning woman until they won the forty-millio 
n-dollar lottery two years ago. "My goodness," the flight attendant said no 
w to Alvirah, "I just can't believe you were ever a char." 

In a mercifully short time after landing they were in the waiting limousine, 
their matching Vuitton luggage stacked in the trunk. 

As usual. New York in August was hot, sticky and sultry. The air-conditioni 
ng in the limo had just gone on the fritz, and Alvirah thought longingly ahe 
ad to their new apartment on Central Park South, which would be wonderfully 
cool. They still kept their old three-room flat in Flushing where they'd li 
ved for forty years before the lottery changed their lives. As Willy pointe 
d out, you never knew if someday New York would go broke and tell the lotter 
y winners to take a flying leap for the rest of their winnings. 

When the limo pulled up to the apartment building, the doorman opened the d 
oor for them. "You must be melting," Alvirah said. "You'd think they woul 
dn't bother dressing you up until they finished the renovations." 

The building was undergoing a total overhaul. When they had bought the apar 
tment in the spring, the real estate agent had assured them that the refurbi 
shing would be completed in a matter of weeks. It was clear from the scaffo 
Iding still in the lobby that he had been wildly optimistic. 

At the bank of elevators they were joined by another couple, a tall, fift 
yish man and a slender woman wearing a white silk evening suit and an exp 
ression that reminded Alvirah of someone who has opened a refrigerator an 
d encountered the odor of eggs gone bad. I know them, Alvirah thought an 
d began ruffling through her prodigious memory. He was Carlton Rumson, t 
he legendary Broadway producer, and she was his wife, Victoria, a sometim 
e actress who had been a Miss America runner-up some thirty years ago. 

"Mr. Rumson!" With a warm smile, Alvirah reached out her hand. "I'm Alv 
irah Meehan. We met at the Cypress Point Spa in Pebble Beach. What a ni 
ce surprise! This is my husband, Willy. 

Do you live here?" 

Rumson's smile came and went. "We keep an apartment here for convenience 
." He nodded to Willy, then grudgingly introduced his wife. 



The elevator door opened as Victoria Rumson acknowledged them with the fli 
cker of an eyelid. What a cold fish, Alvirah thought, taking in the perfe 
ct but haughty profile the pale-blond hair pulled back in a chiglion. Lon 
g years of reading People, US, the National Enquirer and gossip columns ha 
d resulted in Alvirah's brain becoming the repository of an awesome amount 
of information about the rich and famous. 

They had just stopped at the thirty-fourth floor as Alvirah remembered her 
Rumson tidbits. He was famous for his wandering eye, while his wife's abil 
ity to overlook his indiscretions had earned her the nickname "See-No-Evil 
Vicky." Obviously a perfect match, Alvirah thought. 

"Mr. Rumson," Alvirah said, "Willy's nephew, Brian McCormack, is a wonderfu 
1 playwright. He's just finished his second play. I'd love to have you re 
adit." 

Rumson looked annoyed. "My office is listed in the phone book," he said. 

"Brian's first play is running off Broadway right now," Alvirah persisted. " 
One of the critics said he's a young Neil Simon." 

"Come on, honey," Willy urged. "You're holding up these folks." 

Unexpectedly the glacier look melted from Victoria Rumson's face. 

"Darling," she said, "I've heard about Brian McCormack. 

Why don't you read the play here? It will only get buried in your office. M 
rs. Meehan, send it by our apartment." 

"That's real nice of you, Victoria," Alvirah said heartily. 

"You'll have it tomorrow." 

As they walked from the elevator to their apartment, Willy asked, "Honey, d 
on't you think you were being a little pushy?" 

"Absolutely not," Alvirah said. "Nothing ventured, nothing gained. 

Anything I can do to help Brian's career is A-OK with me." 



Their apartment commanded a sweeping view of Central Park. 

Alvirah never stepped into it without thinking that not so long ago she had 
considered her Thursday cleaning job, Mrs. Chester Lollop's house in Little 
Neck, a miniature palace. Boy, had her eyes been opened these last few year 
s! 

They'd bought the apartment completely furnished from a stockbroker who'd be 
en indicted for insider trading. He had just had it done by an interior des 
igner who, he assured them, was the absolute rage of Manhattan. Secretly Al 
virah now had serious doubts about just what kind of rage he'd been talking 
about. The living room, dining room and kitchen were stark white. There we 
re low white sofas that she had to hoist herself out of, thick white carpeti 
ng that showed every speck of dirt, white counters and cabinets and marble a 
nd appliances that reminded her of all the tubs and sinks and toilets she'd 
ever tried to scrub free of rust. 

And tonight there was something new, a large printed sign taped to the door 1 
eading to the terrace. Alvirah crossed to the door to read it. 

A building inspection has revealed that this is one of a small number of apa 
rtments in which a serious structural weakness has been found in the guardra 
iling and the panels of the terrace. 

Your terrace is safe for normal use, but do not lean on the guardrail or permi 
t others to do so. Repairs will be completed as rapidly as possible. 

After reading the notice silently, she read it aloud to Willy, then shrugged. 
"Well, I certainly have brains enough not to lean on any guardrail, safe or n 
ot." 

Willy smiled sheepishly. He was scared silly of heights and never set foot o 
n the terrace. As he'd said when they bought the apartment, "You love a terr 
ace, I love terra firma." 

Willy went into the kitchen to put the kettle on. Alvirah opened the terrac 
e door and stepped outside. The sultry air was a hot wave against her face, 
but she didn't care. There was something she loved about standing out here 
, looking across the park at the festive glow from the decorated trees aroun 
d the Tavern on the Green, the ribbons of headlights of the cars and the gli 
mpses of horse-drawn carriages in the distance. 



Oh, it's good to be back! she thought again as she went inside and surveye 
d the living room, her expert eye observing the degree of efficiency of the 

weekly cleaning service that should have been in yesterday. She was surpr 
ised to see fingerprints smeared across the glass cocktail table. Automati 
cally she reached for a handkerchief and vigorously rubbed them away. Then 

she noticed that the tieback on the drapery next to the terrace door was m 
issing. Hope it didn't end up in the vacuum, she thought. At least I was 
a good cleaning woman. Then she remembered what the British Airways attend 
ant had said-or a good char, whatever that is. 

"Hey, Alvirah," Willy called. "Did Brian leave a note? Looks like he may 
have been expecting someone." 

Brian, Willy's nephew, was the only child of his oldest sister Madaline. Six 
of Willy's seven sisters had gone into the convent. 

Madaline had married in her forties and produced a change-oflife baby, Bria 
n, who was now twenty-six years old. He had been raised in Nebraska, writt 
en plays for a repertory company out there and came to New York after Madal 
ine's death two years ago. All of Alvirah's untapped maternal instincts we 
re released by Brian, with his thin, intense face, unruly sandy hair and sh 
y smile. As she often told Willy, "If I'd carried him inside me for nine m 
onths, I couldn't love him more." 

When they'd left for England in June, Brian was finishing the first draft of h 
is new play and had been glad to accept their offer of a key to the Central Pa 
rk South apartment. "It's a heck of a lot easier to write there than in my p 
lace," was his grateful comment. He lived in a walk-up in the East Village, 
surrounded by large noisy families. 

Alvirah went into the kitchen. She raised her eyebrows. A bottle of cham 
pagne, standing in a wine cooler which was now half full of water, and two 
champagne glasses were on a silver tray. The champagne was a gift from t 
he broker who'd handled the apartment sale. The broker had several times 
informed them that that particular champagne cost a hundred dollars a bott 
le and was the brand the Queen of England herself enjoyed sipping. 

Willy looked troubled. "That's the stuff that's so crazy expensive, isn't it? 
No way Brian would help himself to that without asking. 

There's something funny going on." Alvirah opened her mouth to reassure h 
im, then closed it. Willy was right. There was something funny going on. 



and her antenna told her trouble was brewing. 

The chimes rang. An apologetic porter was at the door with their bags. 

"Sorry to be so long, Mr. Meehan. Since the remodeling began, so many reside 
nts are using the service elevator that the staff has to stand in line for it 
." At Willy's request, he deposited the bags in the bedroom, then departed s 
miling, his palm closing over a five-dollar bill. 

Willy and Alvirah shared a pot of tea in the kitchen. Willy kept staring at t 
he champagne bottle. "I'm gonna call Brian," he said. 

"He'll still be at the theater," Alvirah said, closed her eyes, concentrated a 
nd gave him the telephone number of the box office. 

Willy dialed, listened, then hung up. "There's a recorder on," he said flatly 
. "Brian's play closed. They talk about how to get refunds." 

"The poor kid," Alvirah said. "Try his apartment." 

"Only the answering machine," he told her a moment later. 

"I'll leave a message for him." 

Alvirah suddenly realized how weary she was. As she collected teacups she 
reminded herself that it was 5:00 A.M English time, so she had a right to f 
eel as though all her bones were aching. 

She put the teacups in the dishwasher, hesitated, then rinsed out the unus 
ed champagne glasses and put them in the dishwasher too. Her friend Baron 
ess Min von Schreiber-who owned the Cypress Point Spa where Alvirah had g 
one to be made over after she won the lottery— had told her that expensive 
wines should never be left standing. With a damp sponge, she gave a vigo 
rous rub to the unopened bottle, the silver tray and bucket and put them a 
way. Turning the lights out behind her, she went into the bedroom. 

Willy had begun to unpack. Alvirah liked the bedroom. It had been furnish 
ed for the bachelor stockbroker with a king-sized bed, a triple dresser, co 
mfortable easy chairs, and night tables large enough to hold at the same ti 
me a stack of books, reading glasses and mineral ice for Alvirah's rheumati 
c knees. The decor, however, convinced her that the trendy interior design 
er must have been weaned on bleach. White spread. White drapes. White ca 



rpet. 

The porter had left Alvirah's garment bag laid out across the bed. She unlo 
eked it and began to remove the suits and dresses. 

Baroness von Schreiber was always pleading with her not to go shopping on h 
er own. "Alvirah," Min would argue, "you are natural prey for saleswomen 
who have been ordered to unload the buyers' mistakes. They sense your appr 
oach even while you're still in the elevator. I'm in New York enough. You 
come to the spa several times a year. Wait till we're together; I will sh 
op with you." 

Alvirah wondered if Min would approve of the orange-andpink plaid suit th 
at the saleswoman in Harrods had raved over. 

Looking at it now, she was sure Min wouldn't. 

Her arms filled with clothing, she opened the door of the closet glanced do 
wn and let out a shriek. Lying on the carpeted floor between rows of Alvir 
ah's size-Io extra-wide designer shoes, with green eyes staring up, crinkly 
blond hair flowing around her face, tongue slightly protruding and the mis 
sing drapery tieback around her neck, was the body of a slender young woman. 

"Blessed Mother," Alvirah moaned as the clothes fell from her arms. 

"What's the matter, honey?" Willy demanded, rushing to her side. "Oh my G 
od," he breathed. "Who the hell is that?" 

"It's... it's... you know. The actress. The one who had the lead in Brian's 
play. The one Brian is so crazy about." Alvirah squeezed her eyes shut, glad 
to free herself from the glazed expression on the face of the body at her fee 
t. "Fiona Winters." 

Willy's arm firmly around her, Alvirah walked to one of the low couches in 
the living room that made her knees feel as though they were going to meet 
her chin. As he dialed 91 

1 , she forced her head to clear. It doesn't take a lot of brains to know that 
this could look very bad for Brian, she told herself. I've got to get my thi 
nking cap on and remember everything I can about that girl. 

She was so nasty to Brian. Had they had a fight? 



Willy crossed the room, sat beside her and reached for her hand. 

"It's going to be all right, honey," he said. "The police will be here in a few 
minutes." 

"Call Brian again," Alvirah told him. 

"Good idea." Willy dialed quickly. "Still that dam machine. 

I'll leave another message. Try to rest." 

Alvirah nodded, closed her eyes and immediately turned her thoughts to the 
night last April when Brian's play had opened. 

The theater had been crowded. Brian had arranged for them to have front-ro 
w-center seats, and Alvirah wore her new silverand-black sequin dress. The 
play. Falling Iridges, was set in Nebraska and was about a family reunion. 
Fiona Winters played the socialite who is bored with her unsophisticated 
in-laws, and Alvirah had to admit she was very believable, though she liked 
the girl who played the second lead much better— Emmy Laker had bright-red 
hair, blue eyes and portrayed a funny but wistful character to perfection. 

The performances brought a standing ovation, and Alvirah's heart swelled wit 
h pride when the cries of "Author! Author!" brought Brian to the stage. W 
hen he was handed a bouquet and leaned over the footlights to give it to Alv 
irah, she started to cry. 

The opening-night party was in the upstairs room of Gallagher's Steak House. 

Brian kept the seats on either side of him for Alvirah and Fiona Winters. 

Willy and Emmy Laker sat opposite. It didn't take Alvirah long to get the 

lay of the land. Brian hovered over Fiona Winters like a lovesick calf, but 

she kept putting him down and letting them know about her high-class backgr 
ound, saying things like, "The family was appalled when after Foxcroft I dec 
ided to go into the theater." She then proceeded to tell Willy and Brian, w 
ho were thoroughly enjoying sliced-steak sandwiches with Gallagher's special 
fries, that they were likely candidates for heart attacks. Personally, she 
never ate meat, she said. 

She took potshots at all of us, Alvirah recalled. She asked me if I misse 
d cleaning houses. She told me Brian should learn how to dress, and with 
our income she was surprised we didn't help him out. And she had really j 



umped on that sweet Emmy Laker when Emmy said Brian had better things to t 
hink about than his wardrobe. 

On the way home Alvirah and Willy had solemnly agreed that though Brian mig 
ht show a lot of maturity as a playwright, he had a lot of growing up to do 
if he didn't see what a shrew Fiona was. "I'd like to see him together w 
ith Emmy Laker," Willy had announced. "If he had the brains he was bom wi 
th he'd know that she's crazy about him. And that Fiona has been around a 
lot. 

She must have eight years on Brian." 

Alvirah was drawn back to the reality of the moment by the vigorous ringing o 
f the front doorbell. Mother-in-heaven, she thought, that must be the police 
. I wish I'd had a chance to talk to Brian. 

The next hours passed in a blur. As her head cleared a bit, Alvirah was ab 
le to separate the different kinds of law enforcement people who invaded th 
e apartment. The first were the policemen in uniform. They were followed 
by detectives, photographers, the medical examiner. She and Willy sat toge 
ther silently observing them all. 

Officials from the Central Park South Towers office came too. 

"We hope there will be no unfortunate publicity," the resident manager said 
. "This is not the Trump Organization." 

Their original statements had been taken by the first two cops. 

At 3:00 A.M the door from the bedroom opened. "Don't look, honey," Willy 
said. But Alvirah could not keep her eyes away from the stretcher that tw 
o somber-faced attendants wheeled out. 

At least the body of Fiona Winters was covered. God rest her, Alvirah praye 
d, picturing again the tousled blond hair and the pouty lips. She was not a 
nice person, Alvirah thought, but she certainly didn't deserve to be murder 
ed. 

Someone sat down opposite them, a long-legged fortyish man who introduced 
himself as Detective Rooney. "I've read your articles in the Clobe, Mrs 
. Meehan," he told Alvirah, "and thoroughly enjoyed them." 



Willy smiled appreciatively, but Alvirah wasn't fooled. She knew Detective 
Rooney was buttering her up to make her confide in him. Her mind was raci 
ng, trying to figure out ways to protect Brian. 

Automatically she reached up and switched on the recorder in her sunburst pi 
n. She wanted to be able to go over everything that was said later. 

Detective Rooney consulted his notes. "According to your earlier stateme 
nt, you've just returned from a vacation abroad and arrived here around 1 
0:00 P.M.? You found the victim, Fiona Winters, a short time later? You 
recognized Miss Winters because she played the lead in your nephew Brian 
McCormack's play?" 

Alvirah nodded. She noticed that Willy was about to speak and laid a wamin 
g hand on his arm. "That's right." 

"From what I understand, you only met Miss Winters once," Detective Roon 
ey said. "How do you suppose she ended up in your closet?" 

"I have no idea," Alvirah said. 

"Who had a key to this apartment?" 

Again Willy's lips pursed. This time Alvirah pinched his arm. 

"Keys to this apartment," she said thoughtfully. "Now let me see. The One- 
Two-Three Cleaning service has a key. Well, they don't really have a key. 
They pick one up at the desk and leave it there when they finish. My friend 
Maude has a key. She came in Mother's Day weekend to go out with her son a 
nd his wife to Radio City. They have a cat and she's allergic to cats so sh 
e slept on our couch. Then Willy's sister. Sister Cordelia, has a key. 

Then—" "Does your nephew, Brian McCormack, have a key, Mrs. Meehan?'" 
Detective Rooney interrupted. 

Alvirah bit her lip. "Yes, and Brian has a key." 

This time Detective Rooney raised his voice slightly. "According to the c 
oncierge, Brian's been using this apartment frequently in your absence. In 
cidentally, although it's impossible to be totally accurate before an autop 
sy, the medical examiner estimates the time of death to be between 1 1:00 A. 
M. and 3:00 P.M. yesterday." Detective Rooney's tone became speculative. 



"It will be interesting to know where Brian was during that time frame." 

They were told that before they could use the apartment, the investigating t 
eam would have to dust it for fingerprints and vacuum it for clues. "The ap 
artment is as you found it?" Detective Rooney asked. 

"Except-" Willy began. 

"Except that we made a pot of tea," Alvirah interrupted. I can always tell t 
hem about the glasses and the champagne, but I can't untell them, she thought 
. That detective is going to find out that Brian was crazy about Fiona Winte 
rs and decide it was a crime of passion. Then he'll make everything fit that 
theory. 

Detective Rooney closed his notebook. "I understand the management has a 
furnished apartment you can use tonight," he said. 

Fifteen minutes later, Alvirah was in bed, gratefully hunched against an air 
eady dozing Willy. Tired as she was, it was hard to relax in a strange bed, 
plus her mind was reviewing all that had transpired tonight. She knew that 
all this could look very bad for Brian. But she also knew there had to be 
an explanation. Brian wouldn't help himself to that hundred-dollar bottle o 
f champagne, and he certainly wouldn't kill Fiona Winters. But how did she 
end up in the closet? 

Despite the late bedtime, Alvirah and Willy were up the next morning at 7:00 
A.M. As their mutual shock over finding the body in the closet wore off, th 
ey began to worry. "No use fretting about Brian," Alvirah said with a heart 
iness she did not feel. 

"When we talk to him, I'm sure everything will be cleared up. 

Let's see if we can get back into our place." 

They dressed quickly and hurried out. Once again Carlton Rumson was stand 
ing at the elevator. His pink complexion was sallow. Dark pouches under 
his eyes added ten years to his appearance. 

Automatically, Alvirah reached up and switched on the microphone in her pi 
n. 



"Mr. Rumson," she asked, "did you hear the terrible news about the murder 
in our apartment?" 

Rumson pressed vigorously for the elevator. "As a matter of fact, yes. 

Friends in the building phoned us. Terrible for the young lady, terrible for 
you." 

The elevator arrived. After they got in, Rumson said, "Mrs. Meehan, my wi 
fe reminded me about your nephew's play. We're leaving for Mexico tomorro 
w morning. I'd very much like to read it today if I may." 

Alvirah's jaw dropped. "Oh, that's wonderful of your wife to keep after you a 
bout it. We'll make sure to get it up to you." 

When she and Willy got out at their floor, she said, "This could be Brian's b 
ig break. Provided that-" she said, stopping in mid-sentence. 

A policeman was on guard at the door of their apartment. Inside, every sur 
face was smeared because the investigators had dusted for fingerprints. An 
d seated across from Detective Rooney, looking bewildered and forlorn, was 
Brian. He jumped up. "Aunt Alvirah, I'm sorry. This is awful for you." 

To Alvirah he looked about ten years old. His T-shirt and khaki slacks we 
re rumpled; had he dressed to escape a burning building he could not have 
looked more disheveled. 

Alvirah brushed back the sandy hair that fell over Brian's forehead as Will 
y grasped his hand. "You OK?" Willy asked. 

Brian managed a troubled smile. "I guess so." 

Detective Rooney interrupted. "Brian just arrived, and I was about to inform 
him that he is a suspect in the death of Fiona Winters and has a right to co 
unsel." 

"Are you kidding?" Brian asked, his tone incredulous. 

"I assure you, I'm not kidding.'" Detective Rooney pulled a paper from his b 
reast pocket. He read Brian his Miranda rights, then handed the paper to Br 
ian. "Please let me know if you understand its meaning." 



Rooney looked at Alvirah and Willy. "Our people are through. 

You can stay in the apartment now. I'll take Brian's statement at headquarter 

s." 

"Brian, don't you say one word until we get you a lawyer," Willy ordered. 

Brian shook his head. "Uncle Willy, I have nothing to hide. I don't need a 
lawyer." 

Alvirah kissed Brian. "Come right back here when you're finished," she tol 
dhim. 

The messy condition of the apartment gave her something to do. She dispatc 
hed Willy with a long shopping list, warning him to take the service elevat 
or to avoid reporters. 

As she vacuumed and scrubbed and mopped and dusted, Alvirah realized with 
increasing dread that cops don't give a Miranda warning Imless they have 
a pretty good reason for suspecting someone's guilt. 

The most difficult part of her task was to vacuum the closet. It was as tho 
ugh she could see again the wide-open eyes of Fiona Winters staring up at he 
r. That thought led her to another one: Obviously the poor girl hadn't been 
killed while she was standing in the closet, but where had she been when sh 
e was strangled? 

Alvirah dropped the handle of the vacuum. She thought about those fingerpri 
nts on the cocktail table. If Fiona Winters had been sitting on the couch, 
maybe leaning forward a little, and her killer walked behind it, slipped the 
tieback around her neck and twisted it, wouldn't her hand have pulled back 
like that? "Saints and angels," Alvirah whispered, "I bet I destroyed evide 
nee." 

The phone rang just as she was fastening the sunburst pin to her lapel. 

It was Baroness Min von Schreiber calling from the Cypress Point Spa in Peb 
ble Beach, California. Min had just heard the news. "Whatever was that dr 
eadful girl thinking about getting herself killed in your closet?" Min dem 
anded. 

"Buh-lieve me, Min," Alvirah said. "I don't know what she was doing here. 



I only met her once, the opening night of Brian's play. The cops are questi 
oning Brian right now. I'm worried sick. 

They think he killed her." 

"You're wrong, Alvirah," Min said. "You met Fiona Winters before then; you 
met her out here at the spa." 

"Never," Alvirah said positively. "She was the kind who got on your nerves 
so much you'd never forget her." 

There was a pause. "I am thinking," Min announced. "You're right. 

She came here another week, with someone, and they spent the weekend in t 
he cottage. They even had their meals served there. I remember now. 

It was that hotshot producer she was trying to snare. Carlton Rumson. 

You remember him, Alvirah. 

You met him another time when he was here alone." 

Alvirah went into the living room and out onto the terrace. Willy gets so ner 
vous if I even step out here, she thought, and that's crazy. The only thing t 
o be careful about is leaning on the railing. 

The humidity was near saturation point. Not a leaf in the park stirred. 
Even so, Alvirah sighed with pleasure. How can anyone who was bom in New 
York stay away from it for long? she wondered. 

Willy brought in the newspapers with the groceries. One headline sere 

eched MURDER ON CENTRAL PARK SOUTH; another, LOTaccounts. "I didn't s 

cream and faint," she scoffed. "Where'd they get that idea?" 

"According to the Post, you were hanging up the fabulous new wardrobe you 
bought in London," Willy told her. 

"Fabulous new wardrobe! The only expensive thing I bought was that orang 
e-and-pink plaid suit-and I know Min is going to make me give it away." 

There were columns of background material on Fiona Winters: The break wit 
h her socialite family when she went into acting. 



Her uneven career. (She'd won a Tony but was notoriously difficult to wor 
k with, which had cost her a number of plum roles.) Her break with playwri 
ght Brian McCormack when she accepted a film role and abruptly walked out 
of his play Falling Bridges, forcing it to close. 

"Motive," Alvirah said flatly. "By tomorrow they'll be trying this case in t 
he media, and Brian will be found guilty." 

At 12:30 

P.M. Brian returned. Alvirah took one look at his ashen face and ordered him 
to sit down. "I'll make a pot of tea and fix you a hamburger," she said. " 
You look like you're going to keel over." 

"I thunk a shot of scotch would do a lot more good than tea," Willy observed 



Brian managed a wan smile. "I think you're right. Uncle Willy." Over the ha 
mburgers and french fries he told them what had happened. "I swear I didn't 
think they'd let me go. You can tell they're sure I killed her." 

"Is it OK if I turn on my recorder?" Alvirah asked. She fiddled with the s 
unburst pin, touching the microphone switch. "Now, tell us exactly what you 
told them." 

Brian frowned. "Mostly about my personal relationship with Fiona. I was s 
ick of her lousy disposition and I was falling in love with Emmy. 

I told them that when Fiona quit the play it was the last straw." 

"But how did she get in my closet?" Alvirah asked. "You must have been th 
e one who let her into the apartment." 

"I did. I've been working here a lot. I knew you were coming back yesterd 
ay, so I cleared my stuff out the day before. Then yesterday morning Fiona 
phoned and said she was back in New York and would be right over to see me 
. By mistake I'd left my notes for the final draft of my new play here wit 
h my backup copy. I told her not to waste her time, that I was heading her 
e to get my notes and then was going to be at the typewriter all day and wo 
uldn't answer my door. When I arrived, I found her parked downstairs in th 
e lobby, and rather than make a scene I let her come up." 



"What did she want?" Alvirah and Willy both asked. 

"Nothing much. Just the lead in Nebraska Nights." 

"After walking out on the other one!" 

"She put on the performance of her life. Begged me to forgive her. 

Said she'd been a fool to leave Falling Bridges. Her role in the film was e 
nding up on the cutting -room floor, and the bad publicity about dumping the 
play had hurt her. Wanted to know if Nebraska Nights was finished yet. I'm 
human. I bragged about it. Told her it might take time to find the right 
producer, but when I did it was going to be a big hit." 

"Had she ever read it?" Alvirah asked. 

Brian studied the tea leaves in his cup. "These don't make for much of a for 
tune," he commented. "She knew the story line and that there's a fantastic 1 
ead role for an actress." 

"You certainly didn't promise it to her?" Alvirah exclaimed. 

Brian shook his head. "Aunt Alvirah, I know she played me for a fool, but I 
couldn't believe she thought I was that much of a fool. She asked me to ma 
ke a deal. She said she had access to one of the biggest producers on Broad 
way. If she could get it to him and he took it, she wanted to play Diane-I 
mean Beth." 

"Who's that?" Willy asked. 

"The name of the leading character. I changed it on the final draft last nigh 
t. I told Fiona she had to be kidding, but if she could pull that off I might 
consider it. Then I got my notes and tried to get her out of here. She refu 
sed to budge, though, saying she had an audition at Lincoln Center early in th 
e afternoon, and since it's close by, she wanted to stay here until it was tim 
e to be there. I finally decided there probably wasn't any harm in leaving he 
r so I could get work done. 

The last time I saw her was just about noon, and she was sitting on that couc 
h." 



"Did she know you had a copy of the new play here?" Alvirah asked. 

"Sure. I took it out of the drawer of the table when I was getting the notes. 
" He pointed toward the foyer. "It's in that drawer now." 

Alvirah got up, walked quickly to the foyer and pulled open the drawer. 

As she suspected, it was empty. 

Emmy Laker sat motionless in the oversized club chair in her West Side stud 
io apartment. Ever since she had heard about Fiona's death on the seven o' 
clock news she'd been trying to reach Brian. Had he been arrested? Oh God 
, not Brian, she thought. What should I do? 

Despairingly she looked at the luggage in the comer of the room. 

Fiona's luggage. 

Her bell had rung yesterday morning at 8:30. When she opened the door, Fio 
na had swept in. "How can you stand living in a walk-up?" she'd demanded. 
"Thank God some kid was making a delivery and carried these up." She'd d 
ropped her suitcases and reached for a cigarette. "I came in on the red-ey 
e. What a mistake to take that film job. I told the director off and he f 
ired me. I've been trying to reach Brian. Do you know where he is?" 

At the memory, rage swelled in Emmy. As though she were still across the r 
oom she could see Fiona, her blond hair tousled, her body-hugging jumpsuit 
showing off every inch of that perfect figure, her cat's eyes insolent and 
confident. 

Fiona was so sure that even after the way she treated Brian she could still 
walk back into his life, Emmy thought, remembering all the months when she 
had agonized at the sight of Brian with her. Would that have happened aga 
in? Yesterday she had thought it possible. 

Fiona had kept phoning Brian until she finally reached him. 

When she hung up, she said, "Mind if I leave my bags here? 

Brian's on his way to the cleaning woman's fancy pad. I'll head him off." 
Then she shrugged. "He's so damn provincial, but it's amazing how many pe 
ople on the West Coast know about him. I must say from what I heard about 



Nebraska Nights it has all the earmarks of a hit-and I intend to play the 
lead." 

Emmy got up. Her body felt stiff and achy. The old windowunit air conditi 
oner was rattling and wheezing, but the room was still hot and humid. A co 
ol shower and a cup of coffee, she decided. Maybe that would clear her hea 
d. She wanted to see Brian. She wanted to put her arms around him. I'm n 
ot sorry Fiona's dead, she admitted, but oh, Brian, how did you expect to g 
et away with it? 

She had just dressed in a T-shirt and cotton skirt and twisted her long brigh 
t-red hair in a chignon when the buzzer downstairs rang. 

When she answered, it was to hear Detective Rooney announce that he was 
on the way up. 

"This is starting to make sense," Alvirah said. "Brian, is there anything yo 
u left out? For instance, did you put the bottle of that fit-for-a-queen cham 
pagne in the silver bucket yesterday?" 

Brian looked bewildered. "Why would I do that?" 

"I didn't think you would." Oh boy, what a story, Alvirah thought-Fiona d 
idn't hang around here because she had an audition. 

It's my bet that the producer she mentioned to Brian was Carlton Rumson, a 
nd that she phoned him and invited him down here. That's why the glasses 
and champagne were out. She gave him the script and then, who knows why, 
they got into a fight. 

But how do I prove it? Alvirah paused for a moment, thin,king. 

Then she turned to Brian. "I want you to go home and get your final version 
of the play. I talked to Carlton Rumson about it; he wants to see it today." 



"Carlton Rumson!" Brian exclaimed. "He's just about the biggest man on Br 
oadway, as well as one of the hardest to reach. 

You must be a magician !" 

"I'll tell you about it later," Alvirah said. "I also happen to know that he and 



his wife are going away on a little trip, so let's strike while the iron is hot. 



Brian glanced at the phone. "I should call Emmy. She certainly must have 
heard about Fiona by now." He dialed the number, waited, then left a messa 
ge: "Emmy, I need to talk to you. I'm just leaving Aunt Alvirah's and I'm 
on my way home." When he hung up, his tone reflected his obvious disappoin 
tment. "I guess she's out," he said. 

Even when she heard Brian's voice, Emmy made no move to pick up the receiv 
er. Detective Rooney was sitting across from her and had just asked her t 
o describe in detail what she had done the previous day. 

Now he raised his eyebrows. "You could have answered the phone. I don't 
mind waiting." 

"I'll talk to Brian later," Emmy said. Then she paused for a moment, choosin 
g her words carefully. "Yesterday I left here about 11:00 

A.M. and went jogging. I got back about 1:30 

P.M. and then just stayed in the rest of the day." 

"Alone?" 

"Yes." 

"Did you see Fiona Winters yesterday?" Emmy's eyes slid over to the comer 
where the luggage was piled. "I..." She stopped. 

"Emmy, I think I should warn you that it will be in your best interest to be 
completely truthful." Detective Rooney consulted his notes. 

"Fiona Winters came in on a flight from Los Angeles, arriving at approxima 
tely 7:30 

A.M. We know she took a cab to this building, and that a delivery boy who 
recogmzed her assisted her with her luggage. She told him that you would 
not be glad to see her because you're after her boyfriend. When Miss Wint 
ers left, you followed her. A doorman on Central Park South recognized yo 
u. You sat on a park bench across the street, watching the building, for 
nearly two hours, then entered it by the delivery door, which had been pro 



pped open by the painters." Detective Rooney leaned forward. His tone be 
came confidential. "You went up to the Meehans' apartment, didn't you? W 
as Miss Winters already dead?" 

Emmy stared at her hands. Brian always teased her about how small they we 
re. "But strong," he'd laugh when they'd armwrestle. Brian. No matter w 
hat she said she would hurt him. She looked up at Detective Rooney. "I w 
ant to taLk to a lawyer." 

Rooney got up. "That is, of course, your privilege. I would like to remi 
nd you that if Brian murdered his ex-lover, you can become an accessory af 
ter the fact by concealing evidence. And I assure you, Emmy, you won't do 
him any good. We're going to get an indictment from the grand jury, no d 
oubt about it.'" When Brian reached his apartment, there was a message on 
the recorder from Emmy. "Call me, Brian. 

Please." Brian's fingers worked with frantic haste as he dialed her number. 

She whispered, "Hello." 

"Emmy, what's the matter? I tried you before but you were out." 

"I was here. A detective came. Brian, I have to see you." 

"Take a cab to my aunt's place. I'm on my way back there." 

"I want to talk to you alone. It's about Fiona. She was here yesterday. I f 
oUowed her over to the apartment." 

Brian felt his mouth go dry. "Don't say anything else on the phone." 

At 4:00 P.M the bell rang insistently. Alvirah jumped up. "Brian forgot his k 
ey," she told Willy. "I noticed it on the foyer table." 

But it was Carlton Rumson rather than Brian she found standing at the door. 
"Mrs. Meehan, please forgive the intrusion." 

With that he stepped inside. 

"I mentioned to one of my assistants that I was going to look at your nephe 
w's play. Apparently he saw a performance of his first one and thought it 
was very good. In fact he had urged me to see it, but it closed suddenly a 



nd I never got the chance." Rumson had walked into the hving room and sat 
down. Nervously he drummed his fingers on the cocktail table. 

"Can I get you a drink?" Willy asked. "Or maybe a beer?" 

"Oh, Willy," Alvirah said. "I'm sure that Mr. Rumson only drinks fine cham 
pagne. Maybe I read that in People." 

"As a matter of fact, it's true, but not right now, thank you." 

Rumson's expression was affable enough, but Alvirah noticed that a pulse w 
as jumping in his throat. "Where can I reach your nephew?" 

"He should be here any minute. You're welcome to wait, or I'll call you the 
minute he gets in." 

Obviously opting for the latter choice, Rumson stood and headed for the door. 

"I'm a fast reader. If you would send the script up, he and I could get to 
gether an hour or so later." 

When Rumson left, Alvirah asked Willy, "What are you thinking?" 

"That for a hotshot producer, he's some nervous wreck. I hate people tapping 
their fingers on tabletops. Gives me the jitters." 

"Well he certainly had the jitters, and I'm not surprised." Alvirah smiled at 
Willy mysteriously. 

Less than a minute later the bell rang again. Alvirah hurried to the door. 
Emmy Laker was there, wisps of red hair slipping from the chignon, sunglass 
es covering half her face, the T-shirt clinging to her slender body, the cot 
ton skirt a colorful whirl. Alvirah thought that Emmy looked about sixteen. 

"That man who just left," Emmy stammered. "Who was he?" 

"Carlton Rumson, the producer," Alvirah said quickly. 

"Why?" 

"Because..." Emmy pulled off her glasses, revealing swollen eyes. 

Alvirah put firm hands on the girl's shoulders. "Emmy, what is it?" 



"I don't know what to do," Emmy wailed. "I don't know what to do." 

Carhon Rumson returned to his apartment. Beads of perspiration stood on 
his forehead. Alvirah Meehan was no dope, he warned himself. That crack 
about champagne hadn't been social chitchat. 

How much did she suspect? 

Victoria was standing on the terrace, her hands lightly touching the railing. 

Reluctantly he joined her. "For Pete's sake, haven't you read those signs 
all over the place?" he demanded. "One good shove and that railing would be 
gone." 

Victoria was wearing white slacks and a white knit sweater. 

Sourly, Rumson thought it was a damn shame some fashion columnist had one 
e written that with her pale-blond beauty, Victoria Rumson should never w 
ear anything but white. Victoria had taken that advice to heart. Her dr 
y cleaning bills alone would have broken most men. 

She turned to him calmly. "I've noticed that you always get ugly with me w 
hen you're upset. Did you happen to know that Fiona Winters was staying in 
this building? Or was she here perhaps at your request?" 

"Vic, I haven't seen Fiona in nearly two years. If you don't believe me, too 
bad." 

"As long as you didn't see her yesterday, darling. I understand the police 
are asking lots of questions. It's bound to come out that you and she wer 

e-as the columnists say-an item." She paused. "Oh well, I'm sure you'll 
deal with it with your usual aplomb. In the meantime, have you followed u 

p on Brian McCormack's play? I have one of my famous hunches about that, y 

ou know." 

Rumson cleared his throat. "That Alvirah Meehan is going to have McCormac 
k send me a copy this afternoon. After I've read it I'll go down and meet 
him." 

"Let me read it too. Then I might just tag along. I'd love to see how a c 
leaning woman decorates." Victoria Rumson linked her arm in her husband's. 
"Poor darling. Why are you so nervous?" 



When Brian rushed past Alvirah into the apartment, his play under his arm, 
he found Emmy lying on his aunt's couch, covered by a light blanket. Alv 
irah closed the door behind him and watched as he knelt beside Emmy and pu 
t his arms around her. 

"I'm going inside and let you two talk," she announced. 

Willy was in the bedroom laying out clothes. "Which jacket, honey?" 

He held up two sports coats. 

Alvirah's forehead puckered. "You want to look nice for Pete's retirement pa 
rty, but not like you're trying to show off. 

Wear the bluejacket and the white sports shirt." 

"I still don't like to leave you tonight," Willy protested. 

"You can't miss Pete's dinner," Alvirah said firmly. "And Willy, I wish you' 
d let me order a car and driver for you." 

"Honey, we pay big bucks to garage our car here. No use wasting money." 

"Well then, if you have too good a time, I want you to promise me not to d 
rive home. Stay at the old apartment. You know how you can get when you' 
re with the boys." 

Willy smiled sheepishly. "You mean if I sing 'Danny Boy' more than twice, 
that's my signal." 

"Exactly," Alvirah said firmly. 

"Honey, I'm so bushed after the trip and with what happened last night, I'd 
just as soon have a few beers with Pete and come back." 

"That wouldn't be nice. Pete stayed at our lottery-winning party till the mo 
ming rush started on the expressway. Now we've got to talk to those kids." 

In the living room Brian and Emmy were sitting side by side, their hands c 
lasped. "Have you two straightened things out yet?" Alvirah demanded. 



"Not exactly," Brian said. "Apparently Emmy was given a rough time by R 
ooney when she refused to answer his questions." 

Alvirah sat down. "I have to know everything he asked you." 

Hesitantly Emmy told her. Her voice became calmer and her poise returned a 
s she said, "Brian, you're going to be indicted. 

He's trying to make me say things that will hurt you." 

"You mean you're protecting me." Brian looked astonished. 

"There's no need. I haven't done anything. I thought..." 

"You thought that Emmy was in trouble," Alvirah told them. 

She settled with Willy on the couch opposite them. She realized that Brian 
and Emmy were sitting directly in front of the place on the cocktail table 
where the fingerprints had been smeared. The drapery was slightly to the 
right. To someone sitting on this couch, the tieback would have been in fu 
11 view. "I'm going to tell you two something," she announced. "You each 
think the other might have had something to do with this-and you're both w 
rong. Just tell me what you know or think you know. Brian, is there anyth 
ing you've held back about seeing Fiona yesterday?" 

"Absolutely nothing," Brian said. 

"All right. Emmy, your turn." 

Emmy walked over to the window. "I love this view." She turned to Alvira 
h and Willy and told them about Fiona's sudden and unwelcome appearance at 
her apartment. "Yesterday when Fiona left my apartment to meet Brian 1 1 
hink I went a little crazy. He had been so involved with her, and I just 
couldn't stand to see that happen all over. Fiona is-was the kind of wom 
an who can just beckon to men. I was so afraid Brian would take up with h 
er again." 

"I'd never-" Brian protested. 

"Keep quiet, Brian," Alvirah ordered. 

"I sat on the park bench a long time," Emmy said. "I saw Brian leave. 



When Fiona didn't come down I started to think maybe Brian had told her to w 
ait. Finally I decided to have it out with her. I followed a maid through 
the delivery entrance and came up in the service elevator because I didn't w 
ant anyone to know I'd been here. I rang the doorbell and waited and rang i 
t again, and then I left." 

"That's all?" Brian asked. "Why were you afraid to tell that to Rooney?" 

"Because when she heard Fiona was dead she thought maybe the reason she 
didn't answer was because you'd already killed her." Alvirah leaned for 
ward. "Emmy, why did you ask about Carlton Rumson before? You saw him 
yesterday, didn't you?" 

"As I came down the corridor from the rear service elevator, he was ahead o 
f me, going to the passenger elevator. I knew he looked familiar but didn' 
t recognize him until I saw him again just now. 

Alvirah stood up. "I think we should call Mr. Rumson and ask him to come d 
own, and I think we should call Rooney and ask him to be here too. But fir 
St, Brian, give Willy your play. He'll run it up to the Rumsons' apartment 
. Let's see. It's nearly 5:00 P.M. Willy, you ask Mr. Rumson to phone wh 
en he's ready to bring it back." 

The intercom buzzer sounded. Willy answered it. "Rooney's here," he said. 
"He's looking for you, Brian." 

There was no trace of warmth in the detective's manner when he entered the 
apartment a few minutes later. "Brian," he said without preface, "I have t 
o ask you to come down to the station house for further questioning. You h 
ave received the Miranda warning. I remind you again that anything you say 
can be used against you." 

"He's not going anywhere," Alvirah said firmly. "And before you leave, Dete 
ctive, I've got an earful for you." 

It was nearly 7:00 P.M two hours later, when Carlton Rumson phoned. 

Alvirah and Willy had told Rooney about the champagne and the glasses and t 
he fingerprints on the cocktail table and about Emmy seeing Carlton Rumson, 
but Alvirah could tell none of it cut much ice with the detective. He's c 
losing his mind to everything that doesn't fit his theory about Brian, she 



thought. 

A few minutes later, Alvirah was astonished to see both Rumsons enter her 
apartment. Victoria Rumson was smiling warmly. 

When introduced to Brian, she took both his hands and said, "You really are 
a young Neil Simon. I just read your pay. Congratulations." 

When Detective Rooney was introduced, Carlton Rumson's face went ashen 



He stammered as he said to Brian, "I'm terribly sorry to interrupt you just n 
ow. I'll make this very brief. Your play is wonderful. I want to option it 
. Please have your agent contact my office tomorrow." 

Victoria Rumson was standing at the terrace door. "You were so wise not to 
obscure this view," she told Alvirah. "My decorator put in vertical blinds, 
and I might as well be facing an alley." 

She sure took her gracious pills this morning, Alvirah thought. 

"I think we'd all better sit down," Detective Rooney suggested. 

The Rumsons sat down reluctantly. 

"Mr. Rumson, you knew Fiona Winters?" Rooney asked. 

Alvirah began to think she had underestimated Rooney. His expression bee 
ame intense as he leaned forward. 

"Miss Winters appeared in several of my productions some years ago," Rumso 
n said. He was sitting on one of the couches, next to his wife. 

Alvirah noticed that he glanced at her nervously. 

"I'm not interested in years ago," Rooney told him. "I'm interested in yeste 
rday. Did you see her then?" 

"I did not." To Alvirah, Rumson's voice sounded strained and defensive. 

"Did she phone you from this apartment?" Alvirah asked. 



"Mrs. Meehan, if you don't mind, I'll conduct this questioning," the detective 
said. 

"Show respect when you talk to my wife," Willy bristled. 

Victoria Rumson patted her husband's arm. "Darling, I think you might be t 
rying to spare my feelings. If that impossible Winters woman was badgering 
you again, please don't be afraid to tell exactly what she wanted." 

Rumson seemed to age visibly before their eyes. When he spoke his voice wa 
s weary. "As I just told you, Fiona Winters acted in several of my product 
ions. She—" "She also had a private relationship with you," Alvirah inter 
jected. "You used to take her to the Cypress Point Spa." 

Rumson glared at her. "I haven't had anything to do with Fiona Winters for 
several years," he said. "Yes, she phoned yesterday just after noon. She t 
old me she was here in the building and that she had a play she wanted me to 
read, assured me it had the earmarks of a hit and said she wanted to play t 
he lead. I was waiting for a call from Europe and agreed to come down and s 
ee her in about an hour." 

"That means she called after Brian left," Alvirah said triumphantly. 

"That's why the glasses and champagne were out. They were for you." 

"Did you come to this apartment, Mr. Rumson?" Rooney asked. 

Again Rumson hesitated. 

"Darling, it's all right," Victoria Rumson said softly. 

Not daring to look at Detective Rooney, Alvirah announced: "Emmy saw you 
in this corridor a few minutes after 1:00 

P.M." 

Rumson sprang to his feet. "Mrs. Meehan, I won't tolerate any more insinuati 
ons ! I was afraid Fiona would keep contacting me if I didn't set her straig 
ht once and for all. I came down here and rang the bell. 

There was no answer. The door wasn't completely shut, so I pushed it open an 
d called her. As long as I'd come this far I wanted to be finished with it." 



"Did you enter the apartment?" Rooney asked. 

"Yes. I walked through this room, poked my head in the kitchen and glanced 
in the bedroom. She wasn't anywhere. I assumed she'd changed her mind abou 
t seeing me, and I can assure you I was relieved. Then when I heard the new 
s this morning all I could think of was that maybe her body was in that clos 
et when I was here and I'd be in the middle of this." He turned to his wife 
. "I guess I am in the middle of it, but I swear what I've told you is true 



Victoria touched his hand. "There is no way they're going to drag you into 
this. What a nerve that woman had to think she should have the leading ro 
le in Nebraska Nights." Victoria turned to Emmy. "Someone your age should 
play the role of Diane." 

"She's going to," Brian said. "I just hadn't told her yet." 

Rumson turned to his wife, impatiently. "Don't you mean-?" 

Rooney interrupted him as he folded his notebook. "Mr. Rumson, I'll ask y 
ou to accompany me down to headquarters. Emmy, I'd like you to give a com 
plete statement as well. Brian, we need to talk to you again, and I do st 
rongly urge you to engage counsel." 

"Now just one minute," Alvirah said indignantly. "I can tell you believe Mr 
. Rumson over Brian." There goes the option on the play, but this is more i 
mportant, she thought. "You're going to say that Brian maybe started to le 
ave, decided to come back and tell Fiona to clear out and then ended up kill 
ing her. I'll tell you how I think it happened. Rumson came down here and 
got into a fight with Fiona. He strangled her but was smart enough to take 
the script she was showing him." 

"That is absolutely untrue," Rumson snapped. 

"I don't want another word discussed here," Rooney ordered. 

"Emmy, Mr. Rumson, Brian-I have a car downstairs. Let's go." 

When the door closed behind them, Willy put his arms around Alvirah. 



"Honey, I'm going to skip Pete's party. I can't leave you. You look ready to 
collapse." 

Alvirah hugged him back. "No, you're not. I've been recording everything. 
I need to listen to the playback and I do that better alone. You have a good 
time." 

The apartment felt terribly quiet after Willy left. Alvirah decided that a w 
arm soak in the bathtub Jacuzzi might take some of the stiffness out of her b 
ody and clear her brain. 

Afterward, she dressed comfortably in her favorite nightgown and Willy's stri 
ped terry-cloth robe. She set the expensive cassette player her editor at th 
e Globe had bought for her on the dining-room table, then took the tiny casse 
tte out of her sunburst pin, inserted it in the recorder and pushed the playb 
ack button. 

She put a new cassette in the back of the pin and fastened the pin to the ro 
be just in case she wanted to think out loud. She sat listening to her conv 
ersations with Brian, with Detective Rooney, with Emmy, with the Rumsons. 

What was it about Carlton Rumson that bothered her so much? 

Methodically, Alvirah reviewed that first meeting with the Rumsons. He w 
as pretty cool that night, but when we bumped into him the next morning h 
e sure had changed his tune, she told herself, even reminded me he wanted 
to read the new play right away. She remembered Brian saying that nobod 
y could get to Carlton Rumson. 

That's it, she thought. He already knew how good the play was. He couldn't 
admit that he'd already read it. 

The phone rang. Startled, Alvirah hurried over to pick it up. 

It was Emmy. "Mrs. Meehan," she whispered, "they're still questioning Bri 
an and Mr. Rumson, but I know they think Brian's guilty." 

"I just figured everything out," Alvirah said triumphantly. 

"How good a look at Carlton Rumson did you get when you saw him in the h 
all?" 



"Pretty good." 

"Then you could see he was carrying the script, couldn't you? 

I mean if he was telling the truth that he only went down to tell Fiona off, he 
'd never have picked up that script. But if they talked about it and he read s 
ome of it before he killed her, he'd have taken it. 

Emmy, I think I've solved the case." 

Emmy's voice was barely audible. "Mrs. Meehan, I'm sure Carlton Rumson was 
n't carrying anything when I saw him. Suppose Detective Rooney thinks to a 
sk me that question? It's going to hurt Brian, isn't it, if I tell them th 
at?" 

"You have to tell the truth," Alvirah said sadly. "Don't worry. 

I still have my thinking cap on." When she hung up, she turned the cassett 
e player on again and began to replay her tapes. She replayed her conversa 
tions with Brian several times. There was something he had told her that s 
he was missing. 

Finally she stood up, deciding that a breath of fresh air wouldn't hurt. Not t 
hat New York air is fresh, she thought as she opened the terrace door and stepp 
ed out. This time she went right to the guardrail and let her fingers rest lig 
htly on it. If Willy were here he'd have a fit, she thought, but I'm not going 
to lean on it. 

There's just something so restful about looking out over the park. 

The park. I think one of the happiest memories in Mama's life was the day sh 
e had a sleigh ride through the park. She was sixteen at the time and she ta 
Iked about it the rest of her life. 

She'd taken the ride because her girlfriend Beth asked for that for her birthd 
ay. 

Beth! 

Beth! 

That's it! Alvirah thought. Again she could hear Brian saying that Fiona W 



inters wanted to play the part of Diane. Then Brian corrected himself and s 
aid, "I mean Beth." Willy had asked who that was, and Brian said it was the 
name of the lead in his new play, that he'd changed it in the final draft. 
Alvirah switched on her microphone and cleared her throat. Better get this 
all down, she reminded herself. 

It would help to have her immediate impression when she wrote the story up 
for the Globe. 

"It wasn't Carlton Rumson who killed Fiona Winters," she said aloud, her vo 
ice confident. "It has to have been his wife, See-No-Evil Vicky. 

She was the one who kept after Rumson to read the play. She was the one w 
ho said Emmy should play Diane -she didn't know Brian had changed the nam 
e. And Rumson started to correct her, because he had read only the revise 
d version of the play. She must have listened in when Fiona phoned him. 
She came here while he was waiting for his call from Europe. She didn't w 
ant Fiona to get involved with Rumson again, so she killed her, then took 
the script. That was the copy she read, not the final draft." 

"How very clever of you, Mrs. Meehan." 

The voice came from directly behind her, but before she could even blink, Al 
virah felt strong hands push at the small of her back. She tried to turn as 
she felt her body press against the guardrail and panel. How did Victoria 
Rumson get in here? she wondered. Then, in a flash, she remembered that Br 
ian's key had been on the foyer table. 

Victoria must have taken it. 

With all her strength she tried to throw herself against her attacker, but a 
blow on the side of her neck stunned her. She was able to spin around so t 
hat she was facing the other woman, but the blow had been an effective one, 
and she sagged against the railing. Only vaguely was she aware then of a cr 
eaking, tearing sound and the feeling of her body teetering over yawning spa 
ce. 

Pete's retirement party was a blast. The room at the K of C in Flushing wa 
s filled with Willy's old buddies. The aromas of sausage and peppers and c 
omed beef and cabbage mingled together enticingly. 

The first keg of beer had been tapped, and a beaming Pete was going from fri 



end to friend, insisting they drink up. 

But Willy could not get in the spirit of the evening. Something was buggin 
g him, gnawing at him, telling him he should be heading home. He sipped hi 
s beer, nibbled halfheartedly at a comedbeef sandwich, congratulated Pete 
on his retirement, and then, without waiting for even one chorus of "Danny 
Boy," he slipped away and got in his car. 

When he reached the apartment, the door was slightly ajar; immediately his i 
ntemal panic button began to shrill a warning. 

"Alvirah," he called nervously. Then he saw two figures poised at the ten- 
ace railing. "Oh my God!" he moaned, then raced across the room, shouting 
Alvirah' s name. 

"Come in, honey," he pleaded. "Get back. Get away from there." Then he 
suddenly realized what was happening. The other woman was trying to pus 
h Alvirah through the guardrail. 

He took one step out onto the terrace just as a section of the railing separat 
ed and fell away behind Alvirah. 

Willy took a second step toward the struggling women and then passed out. 

Emmy sat in the precinct station, waiting for her statement to be typed up, 
heartsick with worry about Brian. She knew that Detective Rooney believed 
Carlton Rumson's story that he'd gone into Alvirah's apartment, thought it 
was empty and had left. 

It was obvious that Rooney had made up his mind that Brian had killed Pion 
a. 

Why can't he see that Brian had no reason to kill her? Emmy agonized. 

Brian had told her that Fiona had done him a favor when she walked out on 
the play. That it showed him just what kind of person she was. Oh, I sho 
uldn't have been so upset when Fiona showed up at my apartment yesterday, 
she thought. Brian never would have gotten involved with Fiona again, Emm 
y was sure of that. But when she'd tried to convince Detective Rooney of 
it, he'd asked, "Then if you were so sure that Brian was finished with Fio 
na, why did you follow her over to his aunt's apartment?" 



Emmy rubbed her forehead. She had such a headache! It was impossible to 
believe that only a few nights ago Brian had let her read the new play and 
asked her advice about changing the name of the lead from Diane to Beth. 

"Diane is a pretty strong name," he'd said. "I see the character as someone 
who comes across as vulnerable, even wistful; then as the action unfolds, w 
e get to know just how strong she is. 

What do you think of calling her Beth instead of Diane?" 

"I like it," she'd rephed. 

"That's good," Brian had said, "because you were the model for her, and I wa 
nt you to be happy with the name. I'll make the change in the final draft." 

Emmy sat up straight and stared ahead, no longer aware of the harsh lights in 
the precinct room, or even of the bustle of activity and confusion around he 
r. Beth... Diane... 

That's it! she thought suddenly. Tonight Victoria Rumson told me I should 
play the part of Diane. But the final script, the one she's supposed to hav 
e read, has the name change in it. So she must have read the copy of the pi 
ay that is missing from the apartment. That means she was there with Fiona. 
Of course, it all fits ! Perhaps Victoria Rumson's ability to overlook her 
husband's indiscretions had been strained to the breaking point when she ha 
d almost lost him a couple of years ago-to Fiona Winters ! 

Emmy jumped up and ran from the station house. She had to talk to Alvirah 
right away. She heard a policeman call after her but didn't answer him as 
she hailed a cab. 

When she reached the building, she charged past a stuttering doorman and r 
aced to the elevator. She heard Willy shouting as she came down the corri 
dor. The door to the apartment was open. She saw Willy stumble onto the 
terrace and fall. Then she saw the silhouettes of two women and realized 
what was happening. 

In a burst of speed, Emmy rushed out to the terrace. Alvirah was facing her 
, swaying over empty space. Her right hand was grasping the part of the rai 
ling that was still in place, but she was quickly losing her grip because Vi 
ctoria Rumson was pummeling that hand with her fists. 



Emmy grabbed Victoria's arms and twisted them behind her. 

Victoria's howl of rage and pain rose above the crash as the rest of the rai 
ling collapsed and fell. Emmy shoved her aside and managed to grasp the cor 
d of Alvirah's robe. Alvirah was teetering. Her bedroom slippers were slid 
ing backward off the terrace. 

Her body swayed as she hovered thirty-four stories over the sidewalk below. 

With a burst of strength, Emmy pulled her forward and they fell together 
over the collapsed form of the unconscious Willy. 

Alvirah and Willy slept until noon. When they finally woke up, Willy insis 
ted Alvirah stay put. He went out to the kitchen, returning fifteen minute 
s later with a pitcher of orange juice, a pot of tea and a piece of toast. 
After her second cup of tea, Alvirah regained her customary optimism. "Bo 
y, was it good that Detective Rooney came barging in here after Emmy and ca 
ught Victoria trying to escape. And do you know what I think, Willy?" 

"I never know what you think, honey," Willy said with a sigh. 

"Well, I bet you one thing-that Carlton Rumson will still want to produce B 
rian's play. You can be sure he won't be shedding any tears over seeing Vic 
toria going to prison." 

"You're probably right," Willy conceded. "Those two certainly weren't a pai 
r of lovebirds." 

"And Willy," Alvirah concluded, "I want you to have a talk with Brian, to t 
ell him he'd better marry that darling Emmy before somebody else snaps her 
up." She beamed. "I have the perfect wedding present for them, a load of 
white furniture." was on an August afternoon shortly after they arrived at 
their rented cottage in the village of Dennis on Cape Cod that Alvirah Mee 
han noticed that there was something very odd about their next-door neighbo 
r, a painfully thin young woman who appeared to be in her late twenties. 

After Alvirah and Willy looked around their cottage a bit, remarking favor 
ably about the four-poster maple bed, the hooked rugs, the cheery kitchen 
and the fresh, sea-scented breeze, they unpacked their expensive new cloth 
es from their matching Vuitton luggage. Willy then poured an ice-cold bee 
r for each to enjoy on the deck of the house, which overlooked Cape Cod Bay. 

Willy, his rotund body eased onto a padded wicker chaise lounge, remarked t 



hat it was going to be one heck of a sunset, and thank God for a httle pea 
ce. Ever since they had won forty milhon dollars in the New York State lo 
ttery, it seemed to Willy, Alvirah had been a walking lightning rod. First 
she went to the famous Cypress Point Spa in California and nearly got murd 
ered. 

Then they had gone on a cruise together and— wouldn't you know-the man who 
sat next to them at the community table in the dining room ended up dead a 
s a mackerel. Still, with the accumulated wisdom of his years, Willy was s 
ure that in Cape Cod, at least, they'd have the quiet he'd been searching f 
or. If Alvirah wrote an article for the New York Globe about this vacation 
, it would have to do with the weather and the fishing. 

During his narration, Alvirah was sitting at the picnic table, a companionab 
le few feet away from Willy's stretched-out form. 

She wished she'd remembered to put on a sun hat. The beautician at Sassoon 
's had warned her against getting sun on her hair. "It's such a lovely rus 
t shade now, Mrs. Meehan. We don't want it to get those nasty yellow strea 
ks, do we?" 

Since recovering from the attempt on her life at the spa, Alvirah had rega 
ined all the weight she'd paid three thousand dollars to lose and was agai 
n a comfortable size somewhere between and a 16. But Willy constantly obs 
erved that when he put his arms around her, he knew he was holding a woman 
-not one of those half-starved zombies you see in the fashion ads Alvirah 
was so fond of studying. 

Forty years of affectionately listening to Willy's observations had left Alv 
irah with the ability to hear him with one ear and close him out with the ot 
her. Now as she gazed at the tranquil cottages perched atop the grass-and-s 
and embankment that served as a seawall, then down below at the sparkling bl 
ue-green water and the stretch of rock-strewn beach, she had the troubled fe 
eling that maybe Willy was right. 

Beautiful as the Cape was, and even though it was a place she had always lo 
nged to visit, she might not find a newsworthy story here for her editor, C 
harley Evans. 

Two years ago Charley had sent a New York Globe reporter to interview the 
Meehans on how it felt to win forty million dollars. 



What would they do with it? Alvirah was a cleaning woman. 

Willy was a plumber. Would they continue in their jobs? 

Alvirah had told the reporter in no uncertain terms that she wasn't that du 
mb, that the next time she picked up a broom it would be when she was dress 
ed as a witch for a Knights of Columbus costume party. 

Then she had made a list of all the things she wanted to do, and first was th 
e visit to the Cypress Point Spa-where she planned to hobnob with the celebr 
ities she'd been reading about all her life. 

That had led Charley Evans to ask her to write an article for the Globe abou 
t her stay at the spa. He gave her a sunburst pin that contained a micropho 
ne so that she could record her impressions of the people she spoke with and 
play the tape back when she wrote the article. 

The thought of her pin brought an unconscious smile to Alvirah's face. 

As Willy said, she'd gotten into hot water at Cypress Point. 

She'd picked up on what was really going on and was nearly murdered for her 
trouble. But it had been so exciting, and now she was great friends with ev 
eryone at the spa and could go there every year as a guest. And thanks to h 
er help solving the murder on the ship last year, they had an invitation to 
take a free cruise to Alaska anytime they desired. 

Cape Cod was beautiful, but Alvirah had a sneaking suspicion Willy might b 
e right, that this might be an ordinary vacation that wouldn't make good c 
opy for the Globe. 

Precisely at that moment she glanced over the row of hedges on the right pe 
rimeter of their property and observed a young woman with a somber expressi 
on standing at the railing of her porch next door and staring at the bay. 

It was the way her hands were gripping the railing: Tension, Alvirah thought 
. She's stuffed with it. It was the way the young woman turned her head, 1 
ooked straight into Alvirah's eyes, then turned away again. 

She didn't even see me, Alvirah decided. The fifty- to sixty-foot distance 
between them did not prevent her from realizing that waves of pain and des 
pair were radiating from the young woman. 



Clearly it was time to see if she could help. "I think I'll just introduce m 
yself to our neighbor," she said to Willy. "There's something up with her." 
She walked down the steps and strolled over to the hedge. "Hello," she said 
in her friendliest voice. "I saw you drive in. We've been here for two hou 
rs, so I guess that makes us the welcoming committee. I'm Alvirah Meehan." 

The young woman turned, and Alvirah felt instant compassion. 

She looked as though she had been ill. That ghostly pallor, the soft, unused 
muscles of her arms and legs. "I don't mean to be rude, but I came here to 
be alone, not to be neighborly," she said quietly. 

"Excuse me, please." That probably would have been the end of it, as Alvira 
h later observed, except that as she spun on her heel the girl tripped over 
a footstool and fell heavily onto the porch. Alvirah rushed to help her up, 
refused to allow her to go into her cottage unaided and, feeling responsibl 
e for the accident, wrapped an ice pack around her rapidly swelling wrist. 
By the time she had satisfied herself that the wrist was only sprained and m 
ade her a cup of tea, Alvirah had learned that her name was Cynthia Rogers a 
nd that she was a schoolteacher from Illinois. 

That piece of information hit with a resounding thud on Alvirah's ears becau 
se, as she told Willy when she returned to their place an hour later, within 
ten minutes she'd recognized their neighbor. 

"The poor girl may call herself Cynthia Rogers," Alvirah confided to Willy, 
"but her real name is Cynthia Lathem. She was found guilty of murdering h 
er stepfather twelve years ago. He had big bucks and was well known. All 
the papers carried the story. I remember it like it was yesterday." 

"You remember everything like it was yesterday," Willy commented. 

"That's the truth. And you know I always read about murders. 

Anyhow, this one happened here on Cape Cod. Cynthia swore she was innocent 
, and she always said there was a witness who could prove she'd been out of 
the house at the time of the murder, but the jury didn't believe her story 
. I wonder why she came back. I'll have to call the Globe and have Charle 
y Evans send me the files on the case. She's probably just been released f 
rom prison. Her complexion is pure gray. 



Maybe" -and now Alvirah's eyes became thoughtful- "she's up here because she 
really is innocent and is still looking for that missing witness to prove h 
er story !" 

To Willy's dismay, Alvirah opened the top drawer of the dresser, took out h 
er sunburst pin with the hidden microphone and began to dial her editor's d 
irect line in New York. 

That night, Willy and Alvirah ate at the Red Pheasant Inn. Alvirah wore a 
beige-and-blue print dress she had bought at Bergdorf Goodman but which, as 
she remarked to Willy, somehow didn't look much different on her than the 
print dress she'd bought in Alexander's just before they won the lottery. 
"It's my full figure," she lamented as she spread butter on a warm cranberr 
y muffin. "My, these muffins are good. 

And, Willy, I'm glad that you bought that yellow linen jacket. It shows up yo 
ur blue eyes, and you still have a fine head of hair." 

"I feel like a two -hundred-pound canary," Willy commented, "but as long as 
you like it." 

After dinner they went to the Cape Playhouse and thrilled to the performan 
ce of Debbie Reynolds in a new comedy being tried out for Broadway. At in 
termission, as they sipped ginger ale on the grass outside the theater, Al 
virah told Willy how she'd always enjoyed Debbie Reynolds from the time De 
bbie was a kid doing musicals with Mickey Rooney, and that it was a terrib 
le thing Eddie Fisher ditched her when they had those two small babies. 

"And what good did it do him?" Alvirah philosophized as the warning came t 
o return to their seats for the second act. "He never had much luck after 
that. People who don't do the right thing usually don't win in the end." 
That comment led Alvirah to wonder whether Charley had sent the information 
on their neighbor by Express Mail. She was anxious to read it. 

As Alvirah and Willy were enjoying Debbie Reynolds, Cynthia Lathem was at 1 
ast beginning to realize that she was really free, that twelve years of pri 
son were behind her. Twelve years ago... she'd been about to start her jun 
ior year at the Rhode Island School of Design when her stepfather, Stuart R 
ichards, was found shot to death in the study of his mansion, a stately eig 
hteenth- century captain's house in Dennis. 

That afternoon Cynthia had driven past the house on her way to the cottage an 



d pulled off the road to study it. Who was there now? she wondered. Had he 
r stepsister Lillian sold it or had she kept it? It had been in the Richards 

family for three generations, but Lillian had never been sentimental. And t 
hen Cynthia had pressed her foot on the accelerator, chilled at the rush of m 
emories of that awful night and the days that followed. The accusation. The 

arrest, arraignment, trial. Her early confidence. "I can absolutely prove 
that I left the house at eight o'clock and didn't get home till past midnight 
. I was on a date." 

Now Cynthia shivered and wrapped the light-blue woolen robe more tightly a 
round her slender body. She'd weighed 125 pounds when she went to prison. 

Her present weight, HO, was not enough for her five-foot eight-inch hei 
ght. Her hair, once a dark blond, had changed in those years to a medium- 
brown. Drab, she thought as she brushed it. 

Her eyes, the same shade of hazel as her mother's, were listless and vacant. 
At lunch that last day, Stuart Richards had said, "You look more like your 
mother all the time. I should have had the brains to hang on to her." 

Her mother had been married to Stuart from the time Cynthia was eight until 
she was twelve, the longer of his two marriages. 

Lillian, his only birth child, ten years older than Cynthia, had lived with 
her mother in New York and seldom visited the Cape. 

Cynthia laid the brush on the dresser. Had it been a crazy impulse to com 
e here? Two weeks out of prison, barely enough money to live on for six m 
onths, not knowing what she could do or would do with her life. 

Should she have spent so much to rent this cottage, to rent a car? Was ther 
e any point to it? What did she hope to accomplish? 

A needle in a haystack, she thought. Walking into the small parlor, she refl 
ected that compared to Stuart's mansion, this house was tiny, but after years 
of confinement it seemed palatial. 

Outside, the sea breeze was blowing the bay into churning waves. 

Cynthia walked out on the porch, only vaguely aware of her throbbing wrist, 
hugging her arms against the chill. But, oh God, to breathe fresh, clean ai 
r, to know that if she wanted to get up at dawn and walk the beach the way s 
he had as a child, no one could stop her. The moon, three-quarters full, lo 



oking as though a wedge had been neatly shced from it, made the bay glisten 
, a silvery midnight blue. But where the moon did not reach it, the water a 
ppeared dark and impenetrable. 

Cynthia stared unseeingly as her mind wrenched her back to the terrible ni 
ght when Stuart was murdered. Then she shook her head. No, she would not 
allow herself to think about that now. 

Not tonight. This was a time to let the peace of this place fill her soul. 
She would go to bed, and she'd leave the windows wide open so that the cool 
night wind would pour into her room, making her pull the covers closer arou 

nd her, deepening her sleep. 

Tomorrow morning she would wake up early and walk on the beach. She'd feel 
the wet sand under her feet, and she'd look for shells, just as she had wh 
en she was a child. Tomorrow. Yes, she'd give herself the morning to help 
bridge her reentry into the world, to regain her sense of equilibrium. An 
d then she would begin the quest, probably hopeless, for the one person who 
would know that she had told the truth. 

The next morning, as Alvirah prepared breakfast, Willy drove to get the mom 
ing papers. When he returned he was also carrying a bag of still-hot bluebe 
rry muffins. "I asked around," he told a delighted Alvirah. "Everyone said 
to go to the Mercantile behind the post office for the best muffins on the 
Cape." 

They ate at the picnic table on the deck. As she nibbled on her second blue 
berry muffin, Alvirah studied the early-morning joggers on the beach. "Look 
, there she is!" 

"There who is?" 

"Cynthia Lathem. She's been gone at least an hour and a half. 

I bet she's starving." 

When Cynthia ascended the steps from the beach to her deck, she was met by 
a beaming Alvirah, who linked her arm in Cynthia's. "I make the best cof 
fee and fresh- squeezed orange juice. 

And wait till you taste the blueberry muffins." 



"I really don't want-" Cynthia tried to pull back but was propelled across t 
he lawn. Willy jumped up to pull out a bench for her. 

"How's your wrist?" he asked. " Alvirah's been real upset that you sprained 
it when she went over to visit." 

Cynthia realized that her mounting irritation was being overcome by the gen 
nine warmth she saw on both their faces. Willy -with his rounded cheeks, 
strong pleasant expression and thick mane of white hair-reminded her of Ti 
p O'Neill. She told him that. 

Willy beamed. "Fellow just remarked on that in the bakery. 

Only difference is that while Tip was speaker of the house, I was savior of t 
he outhouse. I'm a retired plumber." 

As Cynthia sipped the fresh orange juice and the coffee and picked at the m 
uffin, she listened with disbelief, then awe, as Alvirah told her about win 
ning the lottery, going to Cypress Point Spa and helping to track down a mu 
rderer, then going on an Alaskan cruise and figuring out who killed the man 
who sat next to her at the community table. 

She accepted a second cup of coffee. "You've told me all this for a reason, 
haven't you?" Cynthia said. "You recognized me yesterday, didn't you?" 

Alvirah's expression became serious. "Yes." 

Cynthia pushed back her bench. "You've been very kind, and I think you wan 
t to help me, but the best way you can do that is to leave me alone. 

I have a lot of things to work out, but I have to do them myself. 

Thank you for breakfast." 

Alvirah watched the slender young woman walk between the two cottages. 

"She got a little sun this morning," she observed. 

"Very becoming. When she fills out a little, she'll be a beautiful girl." 

"You may as well plan on getting the sun too," Willy observed. "You heard 
her." 



"Oh, forget it. Once Charley sends the files on her case I'll figure out a way 
to help her." 

"Oh my God," Willy moaned. "I might have known. Here we go again." 

"I don't know how Charley does it," Alvirah sighed approvingly an hour late 
r. The overnight Express Mail envelope had just arrived. "It looks as tho 
ugh he sent every word anyone ever wrote about the case." 

She made a tsk-tsking sound. "Look at this picture of Cynthia at the trial. 
She was just a scared kid." 

Methodically, Alvirah began sorting the clippings on the table; then she got 
out her lined pad and pen and began to make notes. 

Willy was reclining on the padded chaise he had claimed for his own, deepl 
y immersed in the sports section of the Cape Cod Times. "I'm just about r 
eady to give up on the Mets getting the pennant," he commented sadly, shak 
ing his head. 

He looked up for reassurance, but it was clear that Alvirah had not heard hi 
m. 

At one o'clock Willy went out again, returning this time with a quart of lob 
ster bisque. Over lunch Alvirah filled him in on what she had learned. "In 
a nutshell, here are the facts: Cynthia's mother was a widow when she marri 
ed Stuart Richards. Cynthia was eight at the time. 

They divorced four years later. Richards had one child by his first marria 
ge, a daughter named Lillian. She was ten years older than Cynthia and liv 
ed with her mother in New York." 

"Why'd Cynthia's mother divorce Richards?" Willy asked between sips of th 
e bisque. 

"From what Cynthia said on the witness stand, Richards was one of those me 
n who always belittled women. Her mother would be dressed to go out, and 
he'd reduce her to tears by ridiculing what she was wearing— that kind of 
thing. Sounds like he just about gave her a nervous breakdown. 

Apparently, though, he had always been fond of Cynthia, always taking her 



out around her birthday and giving her presents. 

"Then Cynthia's mother died, and Richards invited the young girl to visit h 
im here at Cape Cod. Actually she wasn't so young by then-she was about t 
o start her junior year at the Rhode Island School of Design. Her mother h 
ad been sick for a while, and there apparently wasn't much money left; she 
said she was planning on dropping out of school and working for a year or t 
wo. 

She claimed that Stuart told her that he'd always planned to leave half his m 
oney to his daughter Lillian and the other half to Dartmouth College. But he 

stayed so angry after Dartmouth let women in as full-time students that he c 
hanged his will. She said he told her he was leaving her the Dartmouth porti 
on of his estate, about ten million dollars. The prosecutor got Cynthia to a 
dmit that Richards also told her she'd have to wait for him to die to get it; 

that it was too bad about college, but that her mother should have provided 
for her education." 

Willy put down his spoon. "So there's your motive, huh?" 

"That's what the prosecutor said, that Cynthia had wanted the money right 
away. Anyhow, a guy named Ned Creighton happened to drop in to visit Ric 
hards and overheard their conversation. He was a friend of Lillian's, abo 
ut her age. Cynthia apparently had known him slightly from when she and h 
er mother had lived with Richards at the Cape. So Creighton invited Cynth 
ia to have dinner with him, and Stuart urged her to go. 

"According to her testimony, she and Creighton had dinner at the Captain's 
Table in Hyannis, and then he suggested they go for a ride in his boat, w 
hich was anchored at a private dock. She said they were out on the Nantuc 
ket Sound when the boat broke down; nothing was working, not even the radi 
o. They were stranded until nearly eleven, when he was finally able to ge 
t the motor going again. She apparently had only had a salad at dinner, s 
o once they made shore she asked him to stop for a hamburger. 

"She testified that Creighton wasn't very happy about having to stop on the 
way home, although he did finally pull in at some hamburger joint around Cot 
uit. Cynthia said she hadn't been on the Cape since she was a child and did 
n't know the area all that well, so she wasn't sure exactly where they stopp 
ed. Anyway, he told her to wait in the car, that he would go in and get the 
burger. All she remembered about being there was a lot of rock music blari 
ng and seeing teenagers all over the place. But then a woman drove up and p 



arked next to their car, and when she opened her door, it slammed into the s 
ide of Creighton's car." 

Alvirah handed Willy a clipping. "That woman, then, is the witness no one 
could find." 

As Alvirah absentmindedly sipped the bisque, Willy scanned the paper. 

The woman had apologized profusely and had examined Ned's car for scratc 
hes. When she found none, she'd headed into the hamburger joint. 

According to Cynthia, the woman had been in her mid- to late-forties, chunk 
y, with blunt-cut hair dyed an orange-red shade, and she'd been wearing a s 
hapeless blouse and elastic-wasted polyester slacks. 

The clipping went on to recount Cynthia's testimony that Creighton had retu 
med complaining about the line for food and about kids who couldn't make u 
p their minds when they gave an order. She said he'd been obviously edgy, 
so she didn't tell him at the time about the woman banging the door into hi 
s car. 

On the witness stand, Cynthia had testified that during the forty-five-minut 
e drive back to Dennis, all of it along unfamiliar roads, Ned Creighton had 
hardly said a word to her. Then, once they reached Stuart Richards' house, 
he'd just dropped her off and driven away. When Cynthia went into the house 
, she'd found Stuart in his study, sprawled on the floor next to his desk, b 
lood drenching his forehead, blood caked on his face, blood matting the carp 
et beside him. 

Willy read more of the account: "The defendant stated that she thought Rich 
ards had had a stroke and had fallen, but that when she brushed his hair ba 
ck she saw the bullet wound in his forehead, then spotted the gun lying nex 
t to him, and she telephoned the police." 

"She said she thought then that he had committed suicide," Alvirah recounted 
. "But then she picked up the gun, of course putting her fingerprints on it 
. The armoire in the study was open, and she admitted that she knew Richard 
s kept a gun in it. Then Creighton contradicted just about everything she h 
ad told the police, saying that, yes, he had taken her out to dinner, but th 
at he had gotten her home by eight o'clock, and that all through the meal sh 
e had gone on about how she blamed Stuart Richards for her mother's illness 
and death, and that she intended to have it out with him when she got home. 



The time of death was established at about nine o'clock, which of course lo 
oked bad for her, given Creighton's contrary testimony. And even though he 
r lawyers advertised for the woman she'd met at the burger joint, nobody ca 
me forward to verify her story." 

"So do you believe Cynthia?" Willy asked. "You know an awful lot of murde 
rers can't face the reality of what they've done and actually end up believ 
ing their own lies, or at least go through the motions of trying to confirm 
them. She could just be looking for this missing witness in an effort to 
finally convince people of her innocence, even though she's already served 
her time. I mean, why on earth would Ned Creighton lie about the whole thing?" 

"I don't know," Alvirah said, shaking her head. "But you can be sure that som 
ebody is lying, and I'll bet my bottom dollar that it isn't Cynthia. If I wer 
e in her boots, I'd set off to try and find out what it was that made Creighto 
n lie, what was in it for him." 

With that, Alvirah turned her attention to the bisque, not speaking again unti 
1 she had finished it off. "My, that was good. 

What a great vacation we're going to have, Willy. And isn't it wonderful tha 
t we took this cottage right next to Cynthia so that I'm here to help her cle 
ar her name?" 

Willy's only response was the clatter of a spoon and a deep sigh. 

The long and peaceful night's sleep followed by the early-morning walk had 
begun to clear the emotional paralysis that Cynthia had experienced from th 
at moment twelve years earlier when she'd heard the jury pronounce the verd 
ict: Guilty. Now as she showered and dressed she reflected that these past 
years had been a nightmare in which she had managed to survive only by fre 
ezing her emotions. She had been a model prisoner. She had kept to hersel 
f, resisting friendships. She had taken whatever jailhouse college courses 
were offered. She had graduated from working in the laundry and the kitch 
en to desk assignments in the library and assistant teaching in the art cla 
ss. 

And after a while, when the awful reality of what had happened finally set 
in, she had begun to draw. The face of the woman in the parking lot. The 
hamburger stand. Ned's boat. Every detul she could force from her memory. 
When she was finished she had pictures of a hamburger place that could be 



found anywhere in the United States, a boat that looked hke any Chris Cra 
ft of that year. The woman was a little more clearly defined but not much. 
It had been dark. 

Their encounter had lasted only seconds. But the woman was her only hope 



The prosecutor's summation at the end of the trial: "Ladies and gentlemen 
of the jury, Cynthia Lathem returned to the home of Stuart Richards someti 
me between 8:00 and 8:30 

P.M. on the night of August 2, I98I. She went into her stepfather's study. 

That very afternoon Stuart Richards had told Cynthia he had changed his wi 
11. Ned Creighton heard that conversation, overheard Cynthia and Stuart q 
uarreling. She needed money immediately to pay for her education and dema 
nded he help her. That evening Vera Smith, the waitress at the Captain's 
Table, overheard Cynthia tell Ned that she would have to drop out of schoo 
1. 

"Cynthia Lathem returned to the Richards mansion that night, angry and worr 
ied. She went into that study and confronted Stuart Richards. He was a ma 
n who enjoyed upsetting the people around him. He had changed his will to 
include her, but she knew it would be just like him to change it again. An 
d the anger she'd harbored for the way he had treated her mother, the anger 
that rose in her at the thought of having to leave school, at being turned 
out into the world virtually penniless, made her go to the armoire where s 
he knew he kept a gun, take out that gun and fire three shots point-blank i 
nto the forehead of the man who loved her enough to make her an heiress. 

"It is ironic. It is tragic. It is also murder. Cynthia begged Ned Creighton 
to say that she had spent the evening with him on his boat. 

No one saw them out on the boat. She talks about stopping at a hamburger s 
tand. But she doesn't know where it is. She admits she never entered it. 
She talks about a stranger with redorange hair to whom she spoke in a park 
ing lot. With all the publicity this case has engendered, why didn't that 
woman come forward? You know the reason. 

Because she doesn't exist. Because like the hamburger stand and the hours 
spent on a boat on Nantucket Sound, she is a figment of Cynthia Lathem's 
imagination." 



Cynthia had read the transcript of the trial so often that she had the distri 
ct attorney's summation committed to memory. 

"But the woman did exist," Cynthia said aloud. "She does exist." For the n 
ext six months, with the little insurance money left her by her mother, she 
was going to try to find that woman. 

She might be dead by now, or moved to California, Cynthia thought as she br 
ushed her hair and twisted it into a chignon. 

The bedroom of the cottage faced the sea. Cynthia walked to the sliding doo 
r and pulled it open. On the beach below she could see couples walking with 
children. If she was ever to have a normal life, a husband, a child of her 
own, she had to clear her name. 

Jeff Knight. She had met him last year when he came to do a series of telev 
ision interviews with women in prison. He'd invited her to participate, and 
she'd flatly refused. He'd persisted, his strong intelligent face filled w 
ith concern. "Don't you understand, Cynthia, this program is going to be wa 
tched by a couple of million people in New England. The woman who saw you t 
hat night could be one of those people." 

That was why she finally had agreed to go on the program, had answered his 
questions, told about the night Stuart died, held up the shadowy sketch o 
f the woman she had spoken with, the sketch of the hamburger stand. And n 
o one had come forward. 

From New York, Lillian issued a statement saying that the truth had been to 
Id at the trial and she would have no further comment. 

Ned Creighton, now the owner of the Mooncusser, a popular restaurant in Ba 
mstable, repeated how very, very sorry he was for Cynthia. 

After the program, Jeff kept coming to see her on visiting days. 

Only those visits had kept her from total despair when the program produced 
no results. He would always arrive a little rumpled looking, his wide shoul 
ders straining at his jacket, his unsettled dark-brown hair curling on his f 
orehead, his brown eyes intense and kind, his long legs never able to find e 
nough room in the cramped visiting area of the prison. When he asked her to 
marry him after her release, she told him to forget her. He was already ge 



tting bids from the networks. He didn't need a convicted murderer in his life. 

But what if I weren't a convicted murerer? Cynthia thought as she turned 
away from the window. She went over to the maple dresser, reached for her 
pocketbook and went outside to her rented car. 

It was early evening before she returned to Dennis. The frustration of the w 
asted hours had finally brought tears to her eyes. 

She let them run down her cheeks unchecked. She'd driven to Cotuit, walk 
ed around the main street, inquired of the bookstore owner— who seemed to 

be a longtime native— about a hamburger stand that was a teenage hangout 
. Where would she be likely to find one? The answer, with a shrug, was, 

"They come and go. 

A developer picks up property and builds a shopping center or condominiums, 
and the hamburger stand is out." She'd gone to the town hall to try to fi 
nd records of food-service licenses issued or renewed around that time. Tw 
o hamburger joint-type places were still in business. A third had been con 
verted or torn down. 

Nothing stirred her memory. And of course she couldn't even be sure they h 
ad been in Cotuit. Ned might have been lying about that too. 

And how do you ask strangers if they know a middleaged woman with orang 
e-red hair and a chunky build who had lived or summered on the Cape and 
hated rock-and-roll music? 

As she drove through Dennis, Cynthia impulsively ignored the turn to the 
cottage and again drove past the Richards home. As she was passing, a si 
ender blond woman came down the steps of the mansion. 

Even from this distance she knew it was Lillian. 

Cynthia slowed the car to a crawl, but when Lillian looked in her direction sh 
e quickly accelerated and returned to the cottage. As she was turning the key 
in the lock she heard the phone ring. It rang ten times before it stopped. 
It had to be Jeff, and she didn't want to talk to him. A few minutes later it 
rang again. It was obvious that if Jeff had the number he wouldn't give up t 
rying to reach her. 

Cynthia picked up the receiver. "Hello. 



"My finger is getting very tired pushing buttons," Jeff said. 

"Nice trick of yours, just disappearing like that." 

"How did you find me?" 

"It wasn't hard. I knew you'd head for the Cape like a homing pigeon, and y 
our parole officer confirmed it." 

She could see him leaning back in his chair, twirling a pencil, the seriousness 
in his eyes belying the lightness of his tone. 

"Jeff, forget about me, please. Do us both a favor." 

"Negative. Cindy, I understand. But unless you can find that woman you s 
poke to there's no hope of proving your innocence. 

And believe me, honey, I tried to find her. When I did the program, I sent o 
ut investigators I never told you about. If they couldn't find her, you won' 
t be able to. Cindy, I love you. You know you're innocent. Ned Creighton 1 
ied, but we'll never be able to prove it." 

Cindy closed her eyes, knowing that what Jeff said was true. 

"Cindy, give it all up. Pack your bag. Drive back here. I'll pick you up at 
your place at eight o'clock tonight." 

Her place. The furnished room the parole officer had helped her select. Me 
et my girlfriend. She just got out of prison. What did your mother do befo 
re she got married? She was in jail. 

"Good-bye, Jeff," Cynthia said. She broke the connection, left the phone off 
the hook and turned her back to it. 

Alvirah had observed Cynthia's return but did not attempt to contact her. I 
n the afternoon, Willy had gone out on a half-day charter boat and returned 
triumphantly with two bluefish. During his absence, Alvirah again studied t 
he newspaper clippings of the Stuart Richards murder case. At Cypress Point 

Spa she had learned the value of airing her opinions into a recorder. That 

afternoon she kept her recorder busy. 



"The crux of this case is why did Ned Creighton he? He hardly knew Cynthia 
. Why did he set her up to take the blame for Stuart Richards' death? Stua 
rt Richards had a lot of enemies. Ned's father at one time had business dea 
lings with Stuart, and they'd had a falling out. But Ned was only a kid at 
that time. Ned was a friend of Lillian Richards. 

Lillian swore that she didn't know that her father was going to change his 
will, that she'd always known she would get half his estate and that the 

other half was going to Dartmouth College. She said she knew he was upset 
after Dartmouth decided to accept women students but didn't know he was u 

pset enough to finally change his will and leave the Dartmouth money to Cy 

nthia." 

Alvirah turned off the recorder. It certainly must have occurred to someon 
e that when Cynthia was found guilty of murdering her stepfather, she would 
lose her inheritance, and Lillian would receive everything. 

Lillian had married somebody from New York shortly after the trial was over 
. She'd been divorced three times since then. So it didn't look as though 
Ned and she had ever had any romance going. That left only the restaurant 
. Who were Ned's backers? Motive for Ned to lie, she thought. Who gave h 
im the money to open his restaurant? 

Willy came in from the deck, carrying the bluefish fillets he'd prepared. "Stil 
latit?" he asked. 

"Uh-huh." Alvirah picked up one of the clippings. "Orangered hair, chunky 
build, in her late forties. Would you say that description might have fit m 
e twelve years ago?" 

"Now you know I would never call you chunky," Willy protested. 

"I didn't say you would. I'll be right back. I want to talk to Cynthia. I sa 
w her coming in a few minutes ago." 

The next afternoon, after having packed Willy off on another charter fishin 
g boat, Alvirah attached her sunburst pin to her new purple print dress and 
drove with Cynthia to the Mooncusser restaurant in Barnstable. Along the 
way Alvirah coached her. 

"Now remember, if he's there, point him out to me right away. 



I'll keep staring at him. He'll recognize you. He's bound to come over. Y 
ou know what to say, don't you?" 

"I do." Was it possible? Cynthia wondered. Would Ned believe them? 

The restaurant was an impressive white colonial-style building with a long, 
winding driveway. Alvirah took in the building, the exquisitely landscaped 
property that extended to the water. 

"Very, very expensive," she said to Cynthia. "He didn't start this place on a 
shoestring." 

The interior was decorated in Wedgwood blue and white. The paintings on t 
he wall were fine ones. For twenty years-until she and Willy hit the lot 
tery-Alvirah had cleaned every Tuesday for Mrs. Rawlings, and her house w 
as one big museum. Mrs. Rawlings enjoyed recounting the history of each p 
ainting, how much she paid for it then and, gleefully, how much it was wor 
th right now. Alvirah often thought that with a little practice she could 
probably be a tour guide at an art museum. 

"Observe the use of lighting, the splendid details of sunrays brightening the 
dust on the table." She had the Rawlings spiel down pat. 

Knowing Cynthia was nervous, Alvirah tried to distract her by telling her a 
bout Mrs. Rawlings after the maitre d'hotel escorted them to a window table 



Cynthia felt a reluctant smile come to her lips as Alvirah told her that, wit 
h all her money, Mrs. Rawlings never once gave her so much as a postcard for 
Christmas. "Meanest, cheapest old biddy in the world, but I felt kind of sor 
ry for her," Alvirah said. 

"No one else would work for her. But when my time comes, I intend to point 
out to the Lord that I get a lot of Rawlings points in my plus column." 

"If this idea works, you get a lot of Lathem points in your plus column," Cyn 
thia said. 

"You bet I do. Now don't lose that smile. You've got to look like the cat wh 
o ate the canary. Is he here?" 

"I haven't seen him yet." 



"Good. When that stuffed shirt comes back with the menu, ask for him." 

The maitre d' was approaching them, a professional smile on his bland face. 
"May I offer you a beverage?" 

"Yes. Two glasses of white wine, and is Mr. Creighton here?" 

Cynthia asked. 

"I believe he's in the kitchen speaking with the chef." 

"I'm an old friend," Cynthia said. "Ask him to drop by when he's free." 

"Certainly." 

"You could be an actress," Alvirah whispered, holding the menu in front of 
her face. She always felt that you had to be so careful, because someone m 
ight be able to read lips. "And I'm glad I made you buy that outfit this m 
oming. What you had in your closet was hopeless." 

Cynthia was wearing a short lemon-colored linen jacket and a black linen sk 
irt. A splashy yellow, black and white silk scarf was dramatically tied on 
one shoulder. Alvirah had also escorted her to the beauty parlor. Now Cy 
nthia's collar-length hair was blown soft and loose around her face. A lig 
ht-beige foundation covered her abnormal paleness and returned color to her 
wide hazel eyes. 

"You're gorgeous," Alvirah said. 

Regretfully Alvirah had undergone a different metamorphosis. 

She'd had her Sassoon hair color changed back to its old orangered and cut u 
nevenly. She'd also had the tips removed from her nails and had left them u 
npolished. After helping Cynthia select the yellow-and-black outfit, she'd 
gone to the sale rack, where for very good reasons the purple print she was 
wearing had been reduced to ten dollars. The fact that it was a size too sm 
all for her accentuated the bulges that Willy always explained were only nat 
ure's way of padding us for the last big fall. 

When Cynthia protested the desecration of her nails and hairdo, Alvirah si 
mply said, "Every time you talked about that woman, the missing witness, y 



ou said she was chunky, had dyed red hair and was dressed like someone who 
shopped from a pushcart. I've got to be behevable." 

"I said her outfit looked inexpensive," Cynthia corrected. 

"Same thing." 

Now Alvirah watched as Cynthia's smile faded. "He's coming?" she asked 
quickly. 

Cynthia nodded "Smile at me. Come on. Relax. Don't show him you're ner 
vous." Cynthia rewarded her with a warm smile and leaned her elbows ligh 
tly on the table. 

A man was standing over them. Beads of perspiration were forming on his f 
orehead. He moistened his lips. "Cynthia, how good to see you." 

He reached for her hand. 

Alvirah studied him intently. Not bad looking in a weak kind of way. 

Narrow eyes almost lost in puffy flesh. He was a good twenty pounds heavier 
than in the pictures in the files. One of the kind who are handsome as kids 
and after that it's all downhill, Alvirah decided. 

"Is it good to see me, Ned?" Cynthia asked, still smiling. 

"That's him," Alvirah announced emphatically. "I'm absolutely sure. 

He was ahead of me on line in the hamburger joint. I noticed him 'cause he 
was sore as hell that the kids in front were hemming and hawing about what 
they wanted on their burgers." 

"What are you talking about?" Ned Creighton demanded. 

"Why don't you sit down, Ned?" Cynthia said. "I know this is your place, but 
I still feel as though I should entertain you. 

After all, you did buy me dinner one night years ago.'" Good girl, Alvirah t 
bought. "I'm absolutely sure it was you that night, even though you've put 
on weight," she snapped indignantly to Creighton. 



"It's a crying shame that because of your lies this girl had to spend twelve yea 
rs of her life in prison." 

The smile vanished from Cynthia's face. "Twelve years, six months and ten d 
ays," she corrected. "All my twenties, when I should have been finishing co 
liege, getting my first job, dating." 

Ned Creighton's face hardened. "You're bluffing. This is a cheap trick." 

The waiter arrived with two glasses of wine and placed them before Cynthia 
andAlvirah. "Mr. Creighton?" 

Creighton glared at him. "Nothing." 

"This is really a lovely place, Ned." Cynthia said quietly. "An awful lot o 
f money must have gone into it. Where did you get it? 

From Lillian? My share of Stuart Richards' estate was nearly ten million 
dollars. How much did she give you?" She did not wait for an answer. "N 
ed, this woman is the witness I could never find. She remembers talking t 
o me that night. Nobody believed me when I told them about a woman slammi 
ng her car door against the side of your car. 

But she remembers doing it. And she remembers seeing you very well. 

All her life she's kept a daily diary. That night she wrote about what happen 
ed in the parking lot." As she kept nodding her head in agreement, Alvirah st 
udied Ned's face. He's getting rattled, she thought, but he's not convinced. 
It was time for her to take over. "I left the Cape the very next day," she s 
aid. "I live in Arizona. My husband was sick, real sick. That's why we neve 
r did come back. Host him last year." Sorry, Willy, she thought, but this 
is important. 

"Then last week I was watching television, and you know how boring televi 
sion usually is in the summer. You could have knocked me over with a fea 
ther when I saw a rerun of that show about women in prison and then my ow 
n picture right there on the screen." 

Cynthia reached for the envelope she had placed beside her chair. 

"This is the picture I drew of the woman I'd spoken to in the parking lot." 



Ned Creighton reached for it. 

"I'll hold it," Cynthia said. 

The sketch showed a woman's face framed by an open car window. The feat 
ures were shadowy and the background was dark, but the likeness to Alvir 
ah was astonishing. 

Cynthia pushed back her chair. Alvirah rose with her. "You can't give me 
back twelve years. I know what you're thinking. 

Even with this proof a jury might not believe me. They didn't believe me tw 
elve years ago. But they might, just might, now. 

And I don't think you should take that chance, Ned. I think you'd better talk 
it over with whoever paid you to set me up that night and tell them that I wa 
nt ten million dollars. That's my rightful share of Stuart's estate." 

"You're crazy." Anger had driven the fear from Ned Creighton's face. 

"Am I? I don't think so." Cynthia reached into her pocket. 

"Here's my address and phone number. Alvirah is staying with me. Call me b 
y seven tonight. If I don't hear from you, I'm hiring a lawyer and getting 
my case reopened." She threw a ten-dollar bill on the table. 

"That should pay for the wine. Now we're even for that dinner you bought 



me." 



She walked rapidly from the restaurant, Alvirah a step behind her. 

Alvirah was aware of the buzz from diners at the other tables. They know s 
omething's up, she thought. Good. 

She and Cynthia did not speak until they were in the car. Then Cynthia as 
ked shakily, "How was I?" 

"Great." 

"Alvirah, it just won't work. If they check the sketch that Jeff showed on the 
program, they'll see all the details I added to make it look like you." 



"They haven't got time to do that. Are you sure you saw your stepsister yes 
terday at the Richards house?" 

"Absolutely." 

"Then my guess is that Ned Creighton is talking to her right now." 

Cynthia drove automatically, not seeing the sunny brightness of the aftemoo 
n. "Stuart was despised by a lot of people. Why are you so sure Lillian is 
involved?" 

Alvirah unfastened the zipper on the purple print. "This dress is so tight I 
swear I'm going to choke." Ruefully she ran her hand through her erraticall 
y chopped hair. "It'll take an army of Sassoons to put me back together afte 
r this. I guess I'll have to go back to Cypress Point Spa. What did you ask 
? Oh, Lilhan. 

She has to be involved. Look at it this way. Your stepfather had a lot of 
people who hated his guts, but they wouldn't need a Ned Creighton to set y 
ou up. Lillian always knew her father was leaving half his money to Dartmo 
uth College. Right?" 

"Yes." Cynthia turned down the road that led to the cottages. 

"I don't care how many people might have hated your stepfather, Lillian was 
the only one who beneted by you being set up to be found guilty of his mur 
der. She knew Ned. Ned was trying to raise money to open a restaurant. H 
er father must have told her he was leaving half his fortune to you instead 
of Dartmouth. 

She always hated you. You told me that. So she makes a deal with Ned. 

He takes you out on his boat and pretends that it breaks down. 

Somebody kills Stuart Richards. Lillian had an alibi. She was in New Yor 
k. She probably hired someone to kill her father. You almost spoiled eve 
rything that night by insisting on having a hamburger. And Ned didn't kno 
w you'd spoken to anyone. They must have been plenty scared that witness 
would show up." 

"Suppose someone recognized him that night and said they'd seen him buyin 
g the burger?" 



"In that case he'd have said that he went out on his boat and stopped after 
ward for a hamburger, and you were so desperate for an ahbi you begged him 
to say you were with him. But no one came forward." 

"It sounds so risky," Cynthia protested. 

"Not risky. Simple," Alvirah corrected. "Buh-heve me, I've studied up on 
this a lot. You'd be amazed in how many cases the one who commits the mur 
der is the chief mourner at the funeral. 

It's a fact." 

They had arrived back at the cottages. "What now?" Cynthia asked. 

"Now we go to your place and wait for your stepsister to phone." 

Alvirah shook her head at Cynthia. "You still don't believe me. Wait and s 
ee. I'll make us a nice cup of tea. It's too bad Creighton showed up befor 
e we had lunch. That was a good menu." 

They were eating tuna-salad sandwiches on the deck of Cynthia's cottage whe 
n the phone rang. "Lillian for you," Alvirah said. She followed Cynthia i 
nto the kitchen as Cynthia answered the call. 

"Hello." Cynthia's voice was almost a whisper. Alvirah watched as the color 
drained from her face. "Hello, Lillian." 

Alvirah squeezed Cynthia's arm and nodded her head vigorously. 

"Yes, Lillian, I just saw Ned... No, I'm not joking. I don't see anything funny 
about this... Yes. I'll come over tonight. 

Don't bother about dinner. Your presence has a way of making my throat clo 
se. And, Lillian, I told Ned what I want. I won't change my mind." 

Cynthia hung up and sank into a chair. "Alvirah, Lillian said that my accusa 
tion was ridiculous but that she knows her father could drive anyone to the p 
oint of losing control. She's smart." 

"That doesn't help us clear your name. I'll give you my sunburst pin so you 
can record the conversation. You've got to get her to admit that you had a 



bsolutely nothing to do with the murder, that she set Ned up to trap you. W 
hat time did you tell her you'd go over to her house?" 

"Eight o'clock. Ned will be with her." 

"Fine. Willy will go with you. He'll be on the floor in the backseat of the c 
ar. For a big man he sure can roll himself into a beach ball. 

He'll keep an eye on you. They certainly won't try anything in that house. I 
t would be too risky. Next to Willy, my sunburst pin is my greatest treasure, 
" she said. "I'll show you how to use it." 

Throughout the afternoon, Alvirah coached Cynthia on what to say to her st 
epsister. "She's got to be the one who put up the money for the restauran 
t. Probably through some sham investment companies. Tell her unless she 
pays up, you're going to contact a top accountant you know who used to wor 
k for the government." 

"She knows I don't have any money." 

"She doesn't know who might have taken an interest in your case. That fel 
low who did the program on women in prison did, right?" 

"Yes. Jeff took an interest." 

Alvirah's eyes narrowed, then sparked. "Something between you and Jeff?" 



"If I'm exonerated for Stuart Richards' death, yes. If I'm not, there'll nev 
er be anything between Jeff and me or anyone else and me." 

At six o'clock the phone rang again. Alvirah said, "I'll answer. 

Let them know I'm here with you." Her booming "Hello" was followed by a wa 
rm greeting. "Jeff, we were just talking about you. Cynthia is right here 
. My, what a pretty girl. You should see her new outfit. 

She's been telling me all about you. Wait. I'llput her on." 

Alvirah frankly listened in as Cynthia explained, "Alvirah rents the next cot 
tage. She's helping me... No, I'm not coming back... 



Yes, there is a reason to stay here. Tonight just maybe I'll be able to get proo 
f I wasn't guilty of Stuart's death... 

No, don't come down. I don't want to see you, Jeff, not now... 

Jeff, yes, yes, I love you... Yes, if I clear my name, I'll marry you." Whe 
n Cynthia hung up she was close to tears. "Alvirah, I want to have a life w 
ith him so much. You know what he just said? He quoted The ighwayman. He 
said, 'I'll come to thee by moonlight, though hell should bar the way." 

" "I like him," Alvirah said flatly. "I can read a person from his voice on t 
he phone. Is he coming tonight? I don't want you getting upset or being talk 
ed out of this." 

"No. He's been made anchorman for the ten o'clock news. 

But I bet anything he drives down tomorrow." 

"We'll see about that. The more people in this, the more chance of having 
Ned and Lillian smell a rat." Alvirah glanced out the window. 

"Oh, look, here comes Willy. Stars above, he caught more of those dam blu 
efish. They gave me heartburn, but I'd never tell him. Whenever he goes f 
ishing I keep a package of Turns in my pocket. Oh, well." 

She opened the door and waved over a beaming Willy, who was proudly holding 
a line from which two limp bluefish dangled forlornly. Willy's smile vani 
shed as he took in Alvirah's brightred mop of unruly hair and the purple pr 
int dress that squeezed her body into rolls of flesh. 

"Aw, nuts," he said. "How come they took back the lottery money?" 

At seven-thirty, after having dined on Willy's latest catch, Alvirah placed a 
cup of tea in front of Cynthia. "You haven't eaten a thing," she said. "You' 
ve got to eat to keep your brain clear. 

Now, have you got it all straight?" 

Cynthia fingered the sunburst pin. "I think so. It seems clear." 

"Remember, money had to have changed hands between those two-and I don't ca 
re how clever they were, it can be traced. If they agree to pay you, offer 



to come down in price if they'll give you the satisfaction of admitting the 
truth. Got it?" 

"Got it." 

At seven-fifty Cynthia drove down the winding lane with Willy on the floor 
of the backseat. 

The brilliantly sunny day had turned into a cloudy evening. 

Alvirah walked through the cottage to the back deck. Wind was whipping th 
e bay into a frenzy of waves that slammed onto the beach. The rumbling of 
thunder could be heard in the distance. 

The temperature had plummeted, and suddenly it felt more like October than 
August. Shivering, she debated about going next door to her own cottage an 
d getting a sweater, then decided against it. In case anyone phoned, she w 
anted to be right here. 

She made a second cup of tea for herself and settled at the dinette table, 
her back to the door leading from the deck. Then she began writing a first 
draft of the article she was sure she would be sending to the New York Glo 
be. "Cynthia Latham, who was 19 years old when she was sentenced to a term 
of twelve years in prison for a murder she did not commit, can now prove h 
er innocence...." 

From behind her a voice said, "Oh, I don't think that's going to happen." 

Alvirah swiveled around and stared up into the angry face of Ned Creighton 



Cynthia waited on the porch steps of the Richards mansion. 

Through the handsome mahogany door she could hear the faint sound of chime 
s. She had the incongruous thought that she still had her own key to this 
place, and she wondered if Lillian had changed the locks. 

The door swung open. Lillian was standing in the wide hallway, light from t 
he overhead Tiffany lamp accentuating her high cheekbones, wide blue eyes, s 
ilvery blond hair. Cynthia felt a chill race through her body. In these tw 
elve years, Lillian had become a clone of Stuart Richards. Smaller of cours 
e. Younger, but still a feminine version of his outstanding looks. And wit 



h that same hint of cruelty around the eyes. 

"Come in, Cynthia." Lilhan's voice hadn't changed. Clear, well bred, but 
with that familiar sharp, angry undertone that had always characterized Stua 
rt Richards' speech. 

Silently, Cynthia followed Lillian down the hallway. The living room was di 
mly lighted. It looked very much as she remembered it. The placement of th 
e furniture, the Oriental carpets, the painting over the fireplace— all were 
the same. The baronial dining room on the left still had the same unused a 
ppearance. They'd usually eaten in the small dining room off the library. 

She had expected that Lillian would take her to the library. 

Instead, Lillian went directly back to the study where Stuart had died. 

Cynthia narrowed her lips, felt for the sunburst pin. Was this an attempt to 
intimidate her? she wondered. 

Lillian sat behind the massive desk. 

Cynthia thought again of the night she'd come into this room and found Stua 
rt sprawled on the carpet beside that desk. She knew her hands were clammy 
. Perspiration was forming on her forehead. Outside she could hear the wi 
nd wailing as it increased in velocity. 

Lillian folded her hands and looked up at Cynthia. "You might as well sit 
down." 

Cynthia bit her lip. The rest of her life would be determined by what she sa 
id in these next minutes. "I think I'm the one who should suggest the seatin 
g arrangements," she told Lillian. 

"Your father did leave this house to me. When you phoned, you talked about 
a settlement. Don't play games now. And don't try to intimidate me. Pri 
son took all the shyness out of me, I promise you that. Where is Ned?" 

"He'll be along any minute. Cynthia, those accusations you made to him are 
insane. You know that." 

"I thought I came here to discuss receiving my share of Stuart's estate.'" 
"You came here because I'm sorry for you and because I want to give you a c 



hance to go away somewhere and begin a new life. 

I'm prepared to set up a trust fund that will give you a monthly income. A 
nother woman wouldn't be so generous to her father's murderer." 

Cynthia stared at Lillian, taking in the contempt in her eyes, the icy calm 
of her demeanor. She had to break that calm. She walked over to the window 
and looked out. The rain was beating against the house. 

Claps of thunder shattered the silence in the room. "I wonder what Ned would 
have done to keep me out of the house that night if it had been raining like 
this," she said. 

"The weather worked out for him, didn't it? Warm and cloudy. 

No other boats nearby. Only that one witness, and now I've found her. 

Didn't Ned tell you that she positively identified him?" 

"How many people would believe that anyone could recognize a stranger after 
nearly thirteen years? Cynthia, I don't know whom you've hired for this cha 
rade, but I'm warning you-drop it. Accept my offer, or I'll call the polic 
e and have you arrested for harassment. Don't forget it's very easy to get 
a criminal's parole revoked." 

"A criminal's parole. I agree. But I'm not a criminal, and you know it." 
Cynthia walked over to the Jacobean armoire and pulled open the top drawer. 

"I knew Stuart kept a gun here. But you certainly knew too. You claimed h 
e had never told you that he'd changed his will and was leaving the Dartmout 
h half of his estate to me. But you were lying. If Stuart sent for me to t 
ell me about his will, he certainly didn't hide what he was doing from you." 

"He did not tell me. I hadn't seen him for three months." 

"You may not have seen him, but you spoke to him, didn't you? You could ha 
ve put up with Dartmouth getting half his fortune but couldn't stand the ide 
a of splitting his money with me. You hated me for the years I lived in thi 
s house, for the fact that he liked me, while you two always clashed. You'v 
e got that same vile temper he had." 

Lillian stood up. "You don't know what you're talking about." 

Cynthia slammed the drawer shut. "Oh, yes, I do. And every fact that convi 



cted me will convict you. I had a key to this house. 

You had a key. There was no sign of a struggle. I don't think you sent an 
yone to murder him. I think you did it yourself. Stuart had a panic butto 
n on his desk. He didn't push it. He never thought his own daughter would 
harm him. Why did Ned just happen to stop by that afternoon? You knew St 
uart had invited me here for the weekend. You knew that he'd encourage me 
to go out with Ned. Stuart liked company and then he liked to be alone. M 
aybe Ned hasn't made it clear to you. 

That witness I found keeps a diary. She showed it to me. She's been writi 
ng in it every night since she was twenty. There was no way that entry cou 
Id have been doctored. She described me. She described Ned's car. She ev 
en wrote about the noisy kids on line and how impatient everyone was with t 
hem." 

I'm getting to her, Cynthia thought. Lillian's face was pale. 

Her throat was closing convulsively. Deliberately, Cynthia walked back to th 
e desk so that the sunburst pin was pointed directly at Lillian. 

"You played it smart, didn't you?" she asked. 

"Ned didn?t start pouring money into that restaurant until after I was safel 
y in prison. And I'm sure that on the surface he has some respectable inves 
tors. But today the government is awfully good at getting to the source of 
laundered money. Your money, Lillian." 

"You'll never prove it.'" But Lillian's voice had become shrill. 

Oh God, if I can just get her to admit it, Cynthia thought. She grasped the 
edge of the desk with both hands and leaned forward. 

"Possibly not. But don't take the chance. Let me tell you how it feels to b 
e fingerprinted and handcuffed. How it feels to sit next to a lawyer and hear 
the district attorney accuse you of murder. 

How it feels to study the faces of the jury. Jurors are ordinary looking peop 
le. Old. Young. Black. White. Well dressed. 

Shabby. But they hold the rest of your life in their hands. And, Lillian, y 
ou won't like it. The waiting. The damning evidence that fits you much more 



than it ever fitted me. You don't have the temperament or the guts to go th 
rough with it." 

Lillian stood up. Her face was frozen in hatred. "Bear in mind there were a 
lot of taxes when the estate was settled. A good lawyer could probably dest 
roy your so-called witness, but I don't need the scandal. 

Yes, I'll give you your half." Then she smiled. 

"You should have stayed in Arizona," Ned Creighton said to Alvirah. 

The gun he was holding was pointed at her chest. Alvirah sat at the dinette 
table, measuring her chances to escape. 

There were none. He had believed her story this afternoon, and now he ha 
d to kill her. Alvirah had the fleeting thought that she'd always known 
she would have made a wonderful actress. Should she warn Ned her husband 
would be home any minute? No. At the restaurant she'd told him she was 
a widow. How long would Willy and Cynthia be? Too long. 

Lillian wouldn't let Cynthia go until she was sure there was no witness aliv 
e, but maybe if Alvirah kept him talking, she'd think of something. 

"How much did you get for your part in the murder?" she asked. 

Ned Creighton smiled, a thin sneering movement of his mouth. 

"Three million. Just enough to start a classy restaurant." 

Alvirah mourned the fact that she had lent her sunburst pin to Cynthia. 

Proof. Absolute, positive proof, and she wasn't able to record it. 

And if anything happened to her no one would know. 

Mark my words, she thought. If I get out of this, I'm going to have Charle 
y Evans get me a backup pin. Maybe that one should be silver. 

No, platinum. 

Creighton waved his pistol. "Get up." 



Alvirah pushed back the chair, leaned her hands on the table. 

The sugar bowl was in front of her. Did she dare throw it at him? 

She knew her aim was good, but a gun was faster than a sugar bowl. 

"Go into the living room." As she walked around the table, Creighton reache 
d over, grabbed her notes and the beginning of her article and stuffed them 
in his pocket. 

There was a wooden rocking chair next to the fireplace. 

Creighton pointed to it. "Sit down right there." 

Alvirah sat down heavily. Ned's gun was still trained on her. If she tipp 

ed the rocker forward and landed on him, could she get away from him? Crei 

ghton reached for a narrow key dangling from the mantel. 

Leaning over, he inserted it in a cylinder in one of the bricks and turned it 
. The hissing sound of gas spurted from the fireplace. He straightened up. 
From the matchbox on the mantel he extracted a long safety match, scratched 
it on the box blew out the flame and tossed the match onto the hearth. "It's 
getting cold," he said. "You decided to light a fire. You turned on the ga 
s jet. You threw in a match, but it didn't take. When you bent down to turn 
off the jet and start again, you lost your balance and fell. Your head stru 
ck the mantel and you lost consciousness. A terrible accident for such a nic 
e woman. 

Cynthia will be very upset when she finds you." 

The smell of gas was permeating the room. Alvirah tried to tilt the rocker 
forward. She had to take the chance of butting Creighton with her head and 
making him drop the gun. She was too late. A viselike grip on her shoulder 
s. The sense of being pulled forward. Her forehead slamming against the ma 
ntel before she fell to the stone hearth. As she lost consciousness, Alvira 
h was aware of the sickening smell of gas filling her nostrils. 

"Here's Ned now," Lillian said calmly at the sound of door chimes. 

"I'll let him in." 

Cynthia waited. Lillian still had not admitted anything. Could she get Ned C 



reighton to incriminate himself? She feh like a tightrope walker on a slippe 
ry wire, trying to inch her way across a chasm. If she failed, the rest of he 
r life wouldn't be worth living. 

Creighton was following Lillian into the room. "Cynthia." His nod was imp 
ersonal, not unpleasant. He pulled up a chair beside the desk where Lillian 
had an open file of printouts. 

"I'm just giving Cynthia an idea of how much the estate shrank after the taxe 
s had been settled," Lillian told Creighton. "Then we'll estimate her share. 



"Don't deduct whatever you paid Ned from what is rightfully mine," Cynthia 
said. She saw the angry look Ned shot at Lillian. 

"Oh, please," she snapped, "among the three of us, let's say it straight." 

Lillian said coldly, "I told you that I wanted to share the estate. I know my 
father could drive people over the edge. I'm doing this because I'm sorry fo 
r you. Now here are the figures." 

For the next fifteen minutes, Lillian pulled balance sheets out of the file. 
Allowing for taxes and then interest made on the remainder, your share would 
now be five million dollars." 

"And this house," Cynthia interjected. Bewildered, she realized that with 
each passing moment Lillian and Ned were becoming more visibly relaxed. 
They were both smiling. 

"Oh, not the house," Lillian protested. "There'd be too much gossip. 

We'll have the house appraised, and I'll pay you the value of it. 

Remember, Cynthia, I'm being very generous. My father toyed with people's 
lives. He was cruel. If you hadn't killed him, someone else would have. 
That's why I'm doing this." 

"You're doing it because you don't want to sit in a courtroom and take the c 
hance on being convicted of murder, that's why you're doing it." 

Oh God, Cynthia thought. It's no use. If I can't get her to admit it, it's a 

11 over. By tomorrow Lillian and Ned would have the chance to check on Alvira 



h. "You can have the house," she said. "Don't pay me for it. Just give me 
the satisfaction of hearing the truth. Admit that I had nothing to do with y 
our father's murder." 

Lillian glanced at Ned, then at the clock. "I think at this time we should 
honor that request." She began to laugh. "Cynthia, I am like my father. I 
enjoy toying with people. My father did phone to tell me about the change 
in his will. I could live with Dartmouth getting half his estate but not yo 
u. He told me you were coming up— the rest was easy. My mother was a wonde 
rful woman. She was only too happy to verify that I was in New York with he 
r that evening. Ned was delighted to get a great deal of money for giving y 
ou a boat ride. You're smart, Cynthia. Smarter than the district attorney' 
s office. Smarter than that dumb lawyer you had." 

Let the recorder be working, Cynthia prayed. Let it be working. "And smar 
t enough to find a witness who could verify my story," she added. 

Lillian and Ned burst into laughter. "What witness?" Ned asked. 

"Get out." Lillian told her. "Get out this minute and don't come back." 

Jeff Knight drove swiftly along Route 6, trying to read signs through the to 
rrential rain that was slashing the windshield. Exit 8. He was coming up to 
it. The producer of the ten o'clock news had been unexpectedly decent. Of 
course there was a reason. 

"Go ahead. If Cynthia Lathem is on the Cape and thinks she has a lead on her 
stepfather's death, you've got a great story breaking. 

" Jeff wasn't interested in a great story. His only concern was Cynthia. No 
w he gripped the steering wheel with his long fingers. 

He had managed to get her address as well as her phone number from her par 
ole officer. He'd spent a lot of summers on the Cape. 

That is why it had been so frustrating when he had tried to prove Cynthia's 
story about stopping at the hamburger stand and gotten nowhere. But he'd 
always stayed in Eastham, some fifty miles from Cotuit. 

Exit 8. He turned onto Union Street, drove to Route cA. A couple of miles 
more. Why did he have the sense of impending doom? If Cynthia had a real 
lead that could help her, she could be in danger. 



He had to slam on his brakes when he reached Nobscusset Road. Another car, 
ignoring the stop sign, raced from Nobscusset across cA. Damn fool, Jeff 
thought as he turned right, then left toward the bay. He realized that the 
whole area was in darkness. 

A power failure. He reached the dead end, turned left. The cottage had to 
be on this winding lane. Number six. He drove slowly, trying to read the 
numbers as his headlights shone on the mailboxes. Two. 

Four. Six. 

Jeff pulled into the driveway, threw open the door and ran through the pelti 
ng rain toward the cottage. He held his finger on the bell, then realized t 
hat because of the power failure it did not work. He pounded on the door se 
veral times. There was no answer. Cynthia wasn't home. 

He started to walk down the steps, then a sudden unreasoning fear made him 
go back, pound again on the door, then turn the knob. It twisted in his ha 
nd. He pushed the door open. 

"Cynthia," he started to call, then gasped as the odor of gas rushed at him. 
He could hear the hissing coming from the fireplace. Rushing to turn the jet 
off, he tripped over the prone figure of Alvirah. 

Willy moved restlessly in the backseat of Cynthia's car. She'd been in that 
house for more than an hour now. The guy who'd come later had been there f 
ifteen minutes. Willy wasn't sure what to do. Alvirah really hadn't given 
specific instructions. She just wanted him to be around to make sure Cynthi 
a didn't leave the house with anyone. 

As he debated, he heard the screeching sound of sirens. Police cars. 

The sirens got closer. Astonished, Willy watched as they turned into the 1 
ong driveway of the Richards estate and thundered toward him. 

Policemen rushed from the squad cars, raced up the steps and pounded on th 
e door. 

A moment later a sedan pulled into the driveway and stopped behind the squad 
cars. As Willy watched, a big fellow in a trench coat leaped out of it and 
took the steps to the porch two at a time. 



Willy climbed awkwardly out of the car and hoisted himself to his feet in th 
e driveway. 

He was in time to grab Alvirah as she staggered from the back of the sedan. 
Even in the dark he could see the welt on her forehead. 

"Honey, what happened?" 

"I'll tell you later. Get me inside. I don't want to miss this." 

In the study of the late Stuart Richards, Alvirah experienced her finest hou 
r. Pointing her finger at Ned, in her most vibrant tones, she pronounced, " 
He held a gun to me. He turned on the gas jet. He smashed my head against 
the fireplace. And told me that Lillian Richards paid him three million dol 
lars to set up Cynthia as the murderer." 

Cynthia stared at her stepsister. "And unless the batteries in Alvirah's reco 
rder are dead, I have both of them on record admitting their guilt." 

The next morning, Willy fixed a late breakfast and served it on the deck. 
The storm had ended, and once again the sky was joyously blue. 

Seagulls swooped down to feast on surfacing fish. 

The bay was tranquil, and children were making castles in the damp sand at 
the water's edge. 

Alvirah, not that much worse for her experience, had finished her article a 
nd phoned it in to Charley Evans. Charley had promised her the most ornate 
sunburst pin that money could buy, one with a microphone so sensitive it c 
ould pick up a mouse sneezing in the next room. 

Now, as she munched a chocolate-covered doughnut and sipped coffee, she sai 
d, "Oh, here comes Jeff. What a shame he had to drive back to Boston last 
night, but wasn't he wonderful telling the story on the news this morning, 
and all about how Ned Creighton is talking his head off to the cops? Buh-1 
ieve me, Jeff will go places with the networks." 

"That guy saved your life, honey," Willy said. "He's aces high with me. I c 
an't believe I was curled up in that car like a jack-in-the-box when you had 
your head in a gas jet." 



They watched as Jeff got out of the car and Cynthia rushed down the walk an 
d into his arms. 

Alvirah pushed her chair back. "I'll run over and say hello. 

It's a real treat to see how they look at each other. They're so in love." 

Willy placed a gentle but firm hand on her shoulder. "Alvirah, honey," he b 
egged, "just this once, for five minutes, mind your own business." 

'Plumbin for 7ill!V Alvirah Meehan had been able to look into a crystal bal 
1 and watch the events of the next ten days unfold, she would have grabbed 
Willy by the hand and raced out of the green room. 

Instead she sat and chatted with the other guests of the Phil Donahue show. 
Today the subject was not sex orgies or battered husbands but people who 
had messed up their lives by winning big in the lottery. 

The Lottery Winners' Support Group had been contacted by the Donahue show 
, and now the worst-case guests had been chosen. Alvirah and Willy would 
be a counterpoint to the others, the interviewer told them. 

"Whatever she means by that," Alvirah commented to Willy after their initia 
1 interview. 

For her appearance, Alvirah had had her hair freshly colored to the soft st 
rawberry shade that softened her angular face. This morning Willy had told 

her that she looked exactly the same as she did when he'd first laid eyes 
on her at a Knights of Columbus dance more than forty years ago. Baroness 
Min von Schreiber had flown to New York from the Cypress Point Spa in Pebbl 
e Beach to select Alvirah's outfit for the broadcast. "Be sure to mention 
that the first thing you did when you won the lottery was come to the spa," 

she cautioned Alvirah. 

"Since that damn recession, business is not so brisk." 

Alvirah was wearing a pale blue silk suit with a white blouse and her sign 
ature sunburst pin. She wished she'd managed to lose the twenty pounds sh 
e'd regained when she and Willy went to Spain in September, but still Alvi 
rah knew she looked very nice. 



Very nice for her, that was. She had no illusions that with her slightly jut 
ting jaw and broad frame she'd ever be tapped to compete in the Mrs. America 
contest. 

There were two other sets of guests. Three coworkers in a pantyhose facto 
ry had shared a ten-million-dollar ticket six years ago. They'd decided t 
heir luck was so good that they should buy racehorses with their winnings 
and were now broke. Their future checks were owed to the banks and Uncle 
Sam. The other winners, a couple, had won sixteen million dollars, bought 
a hotel in Vermont, and were now slaving seven days a week trying to keep 
up with the overhead. Any leftover money was used to place classified ad 
s trying to dump the hotel on someone else. 

An assistant came to bring them into the studio. 

Alvirah was used to being on television now. She knew enough to sit at a sli 
ght angle so she looked a little thinner. She didn't wear clunky jewelry tha 
t could rustle against the microphone. 

She kept her sentences short. 

Willy, on the other hand, could never get used to being in the public eye. 
Even though Alvirah always assured him he was a grand-looking man, and peo 
pie did say he looked like the late Tip O'Neill, he was happiest with a wre 
nch in his hand, fixing a leaking pipe. Willy was a bom plumber. 

Donahue began in his usual breezy, slightly incredulous voice. 

"Can you believe it; after you win millions of dollars in the lottery you ne 

ed a support group? Can you believe that you can be broke even though you h 

ave big fat checks still coming in?" 

"Nah," the studio audience dutifully shrieked. 

Alvirah remembered to tuck in her stomach, then reached for Willy's hand and 
entwined his fingers in hers. She didn't want him to look nervous on the t 
ele vision screen. A lot of their family and friends would be watching. Sis 
ter Cordelia, Willy's second oldest sister, had invited a whole crowd of ret 
ired nuns to the convent to see the show. 

Three men observing the program with avid interest were not Donahue's usual 
viewers. Sammy, Clarence and Tony had just been released from the maximum 



security prison near Albany, where they'd been guests of the state for fif 
teen years for their part in the armed robbery of a Brink's truck. Unfortu 
nately for them they never got to spend their six-hundred-thousand-dollar h 
eist. The getaway car had blown a tire a block from the scene of the crime 



Now, having paid their debt to society, they were looking for a new way to 
get rich. The idea of kidnapping the relative of a lottery winner was Clar 
ence's brainchild. That was why they were watching Donahue today from thei 
r seedy room in the shabby Lincoln Arms Hotel on Ninth Avenue and Fortieth 
Street. At thirty-five, Tony was ten years younger than the others. Like 
his brother Sammy, he was barrel chested, with powerful arms. His small ey 
es with hooded lids disappeared into folds of flesh. His thick dark hair w 
as unkempt. He obeyed his brother blindly, and his brother obeyed Clarence 



Clarence was a total contrast to the others. Small, wiry, and soft-spoken, 
he emitted a chilling aura. With good reason people were instinctively af 
raid of him. Clarence had been bom without a conscience, and a number of 
unsolved homicides would have been cleared from the books if he had talked 
in his sleep during his incarceration. 

Sammy had never admitted to Clarence that Tony had been joyriding in the get 
away car the night before the Brink's robbery and had run through a street 1 
ittered with glass. Tony would not have lived to express his regret that he 
hadn't checked the tires. 

One of the lottery winners who'd invested in the horses was whining, "Ther 
e wasn't enough money in the world to feed those nags.'" His partners nodd 
ed vigorously. 

Sammy snorted, "We're wasting our time with this. Those jerks can't rub two 
nickels together." He reached to turn off the set. 

"Wait a minute," Clarence snapped. 

Alvirah was speaking. "We weren't used to money," she explained. "I mean, 
we lived a nice life. We had a three-room apartment in Flushing and still k 
eep it in case the state goes broke and tells us to take a flying leap for t 
he rest of our checks. But I was a cleaning woman and Willy a plumber, and 
we had to be careful." 



"Plumbers make a fortune," Donahue protested. 

"Not Willy." Alvirah smiled. "He spent half his time fixing things free at 
rectories and convents and for people who were hard up. You know how it is. 
It's so expensive to get sinks and toilets and tubs working, and Willy felt 
that this was his way of making life easier for other people. He still does 
it." 

"Well, surely you've had some fun with the money?" Donahue asked. 

"You're very well dressed." 

Alvirah remembered to get in a plug for the Cypress Point Spa as she explain 
ed that, yes indeed, they had fun. They'd bought an apartment on Central Pa 
rk South. They traveled a lot. They gave to charity. 

She wrote articles for the New York Globe and she'd been fortunate enough 
to solve some crimes along the way. 

She'd always wanted to be a detective. "Nevertheless," she concluded firml 
y, "every year since we've been winners we've saved more than half of every 
single check. And that money is all in the bank." 

Clarence, followed by Sammy and Tony, joined in the vigorous applause of the 
studio audience. Clarence was smiling now, a thin, mirthless smile. "Two 
million bucks a year. Let's say almost half of that for taxes so that mean 
s they net a little over a million bucks a year and save half of that. They 
gotta have two million plus in the bank. That oughta keep us going for a w 
hile." 

"We snatch her?'" Tony asked, pointing at the screen. 

Clarence withered him with a glance. "No, you dope. Look at the two of them 
. He's hanging on to her like she's a life preserver. 

He'd fall apart and go running to the cops. We take him. She'll take order 
s and pay to get him back." He looked around. "I hope Willy enjoys staying 
with us." 

Tony frowned. "We gotta keep him blindfolded. I don't want him picking m 
e out of no lineup." 



It was Sammy who sighed. "Tony, don't worry about it. The minute we get 
the money, Willy Meehan will be looking for leaks in the Hudson River." 

Two weeks later, Alvirah was having her hair done at Louis Vincent, the sal 
on around the corner from the Central Park South apartment. "Since the pr 
ogram was aired, I'm getting so many letters," she told Louis. 

"Do you know I even got one from the President? He congratulated us on ou 
r wise handling of our finances. He said we were a perfect example of lib 
eral conservatism. I wished he'd invited us to a White House dinner. I'v 
e always wanted to go to one of those. Well, maybe someday." 

"Just make sure I do your hair," Louis admonished as he gave a final touch t 
o Alvirah's coiffure. "Are you having a manicure?" 

Afterward, Alvirah knew she should have heeded the queer feeling that sugg 
ested she get back to the apartment. She would have caught Willy before h 
e rushed into the car with those men. 

As it was, when the doorman saw her half hour later, he broke into a relie 
ved smile. "Mrs. Meehan, it must have been a mistake. Your husband was s 
o worried." 

Incredulous, Alvirah listened as Jose told her that Willy had come running f 
rom the elevator in tears. He'd yelled that Alvirah had had a heart attack 
under the dryer and had been rushed to Roosevelt Hospital. 

"A guy was outside in a black Cadillac," Jose said. "He pulled into the dr 
iveway when I opened the door. The doctor sent his own car for Mr. Meehan 



"That sounds funny," Alvirah said slowly. "I'll get over to the hospital righ 
t away." 

"I'll call a cab," the doorman told her. His phone rang. With an apologetic 
smile, he picked it up. "Two-eleven Central Park South." 

He listened, then, looking puzzled, said, "It's for you, Mrs. Meehan." 

"Me?" Alvirah grabbed the phone and with a sinking heart heard a whispery v 
oice say, "Alvirah, listen carefully. Tell the doorman your husband is fine 
. It was all a misunderstanding. 



He's going to meet you later. Then go upstairs to your apartment and wait f 
or instructions.'" Willy had been kidnapped. Alvirah knew it. 

Oh God, she thought. "That's fine," she managed to say. "Tell Willy I'll 
meet him in an hour.'" "You're a very smart woman, Mrs. Meehan," the voice 
whispered. 

There was a click in her ear. Alvirah turned to Jose. 

"Complete mistake, of course. Poor Willy." She tried to laugh. 

"Ah... ha... ha." 

Jose beamed. "In Puerto Rico I never once hear about a doctor sending his c 
ar." 

The apartment was on the thirty-fourth floor and had a terrace overlooking C 
entral Park. Usually Alvirah smiled the minute she opened the door. The ap 
artment was so pretty, and if she said so herself, she had an eye for furnit 
ure. All those years of cleaning other people's houses had been an educatio 
n in interior design. 

They'd bought the apartment furnished- with white upholstery, white carpets, 
white lamps, white tables, white everything. After two months Alvirah felt 
like she was living inside a Clorox bottle. 

She gave everything to Willy's nephew and went shopping. 

But today she took no comfort in the matching ivory couch and loveseat. Will 
y's deep comfortable chair with its own ottoman, the crimson and royal blue 
Oriental carpet, the black lacquered table and chairs in the dining area, th 
e late afternoon sun that danced across the blanket of autumn leaves in the 
park. 

What good was any of it if anything happened to Willy? With all her heart, 
Alvirah fiercely wished they'd never won the lottery and were back in thei 

r Flushing apartment over Orazio Romano's tailor shop. It was at this time 
she'd be coming home from cleaning Mrs. O'Keefe's house and joking to Will 

y that Mrs. O'Keefe had been vaccinated with a phonograph needle. "Willy, 

she never shuts up. Even shouts over the vacuum. It's a good thing she is 

n't too messy. I'd never get the work done." 



The phone rang. Alvirah rushed to pick up the extension in the hving roo 
m, then changed her mind and in stumbhng haste ran into the bedroom. The 
recording machine was there. She pushed the Record button as she picked 
up the phone. 

It was the same whispery voice. "Alvirah?" 

"Yes. Where's Willy? Whatever you do, don't hurt him." She could hear ba 
ckground sounds like planes taking off. Was Willy at an airport? 

"We won't hurt him as long as we get the money and as long as you don't call 
the cops. You didn't call them, did you?'" "No. I want to talk to Willy." 

"In a minute. How much money have you got in the bank?" 

"Something over two million dollars." 

"You're an honest woman, Alvirah. That's just about what we figured. 

If you want Willy back you'd better start making some withdrawals." 

"You can have it all." 

There was a low chuckle. "I like you, Alvirah. Two million is fine. 

Take it out in cash. Don't give a hint that anything is wrong. 

No marked money, baby. And don't go to the cops. We'll be watching you. 

II 

The airport sounds became almost deafening. "I can't hear you," Alvirah said 
desperately. "And I'm not giving you one cent until I'm sure that Willy is 
still alive." 

"Talk to him." 

Moments later a sheepish voice said, "Hi, honey." 

Relief, total and overwhelming, flooded Alvirah. Her everresourceful brain, 
which had been inactive since Jose had told her about Willy getting in the 
"doctor's car," resumed its normal steel-trap efficiency. 



"Honey," she yelled so that his abductors could hear, "tell those guys to tak 
e good care of you. Otherwise they won't get a plugged nickel." 

Willy's hands were handcuffed together. His feet were tied. He watched a 
s the boss, Clarence, put his thumb on the handset of the phone and broke 
the connection. "That's quite a woman you have, Willy," Clarence said. T 
hen Clarence turned off the machine that played simulated airport backgrou 
nd sounds. 

Willy felt like a jerk. If Alvirah had really had a heart attack, Louis woul 
d have called him from the salon. He should have known that. 

What a dope he was. He looked around. This was some crummy dump. 

When he got in the car, the guy who was hiding in the backseat put a gun in 
his neck. "Try to make trouble and I blow you away." The gun was jostlin 
g against his ribs when they hustled him through the lobby and up in the ri 
ckety elevator of this crummy joint. It was only a couple of blocks from t 
he Lincoln Tunnel. The windows were closed tight, but even so, the exhaust 
fumes from the buses and trucks and cars were overwhelming. You could pra 
ctically see them. 

Willy had sized up Tony and Sammy fast. Not too much upstairs. He might 
be able to give them the slip somehow. But when Clarence came in, announc 
ing that he'd warned Alvirah to let the doorman think everything was hunky 
-dory, Willy felt his first real fear. Clarence reminded him of Nutsy, a 
guy he'd known as a kid. Nutsy used to shoot his BB gun into birds' nests. 

It was obvious Clarence was the boss. He called Alvirah and talked to her 
about the ransom. He made the decision to put Willy on the phone. 

"Now," Clarence said, "put him back in the closet." 

"Hey, wait a minute," Willy protested. "I'm starving." 

"We're gonna order hamburgers and french fries," Sammy told him as he slip 
ped a gag over Willy's mouth. "We'll letcha eat." 

Sammy trussed Willy's feet and legs in a spiral sequence of cord and knots 
and shoved him into the narrow closet. The door did not seal against the f 
rame, and Willy could hear the low-toned conversation. 



"Two million bucks means she has to go to twenty banks. She's too smart to 
leave more than a hundred thou in any of them. That's how much is insured. 
Figuring the forms she has to fill out and the bank taking its own good tim 
e in counting the money, give her three, four days to get it." 

"She'll need four," Clarence said. "We get the money by Friday night. 

We tell her we're gonna count it and then she can pick up Willy." He laug 
hed. "Then we send her a map with an X mark to show where to start dredgi 
ng." 

Alvirah sat for hours in Willy's chair, staring unseeingly as the late after 
noon sun sent slanting shadows over Central Park. The last lingering rays d 
isappeared. She reached to turn on the lamp and got up slowly. It was no u 
se thinking of all the good times she and Willy had had these forty years or 
that just this morning they were going through brochures to decide on wheth 
er to take a camel trip through India or a balloon safari in western Africa. 

I'm going to get him back, she decided, her jaw jutting out a little more ag 
gressively. The first thing she had to do was to make a cup of tea. The ne 
xt was to get out all the bankbooks and lay a plan for going from one bank t 
o another and withdrawing cash. 

The banks were scattered all over Manhattan and Queens. One hundred thous 
and dollars deposited in each of them and, of course, accumulated interest 
, which they took out at the end of the year and used to start a new accou 
nt. "No double-yourmoney schemes for us," they'd agreed. 

In the bank. Insured. 

Period. When someone had tried to talk them into buying zerocoupon bonds th 
at paid off in ten or fifteen years, Alvirah had said, "At our age we don't 
buy things that pay off in ten years." 

She smiled, remembering that Willy had chimed in, "And we don't buy green 
bananas, either." 

Alvirah swallowed a giant lump in her throat as she sipped the tea and deci 
ded that tomorrow morning she'd start on Fiftyseventh Street at Chase Manha 
ttan, go across the street to Chemical, work her way along Park Avenue star 
ting at Citibank and then hit Wall Street. 



It was a long night lying awake wondering if Willy was okay. 

I'm going to make them let me talk to him every night until I get all the mon 
ey, she promised herself. That way they won't hurt him till I figure somethi 
ng out. 

At dawn she was becoming tempted to call the police. By the time she got up 
, at seven, she'd decided against it. These people might have a spy in the 
building who would report if there was a lot of activity in the apartment. 
She couldn't take a chance. 

Willy spent the night in the closet. They loosened the ropes enough for him 
to stretch out a little. But they didn't give him a blanket or pillow, and h 
is head was resting on someone's shoe. 

There was no way to push it aside. There was too much junk in the closet. 
He dozed off occasionally. He dreamed his neck was embedded on the side 
of Mount Rushmore, directly below the sculpture of Teddy Roosevelt's face 



The banks didn't open till nine. By eight-thirty, Alvirah, in a burst of pre 
ssure-cooker energy, had cleaned the already clean apartment. 

Her bankbooks were in her voluminous shoulder bag. 

She had dug from the closet a frankfurter- shaped plastic carryall, the one 
remnant on Central Park South of the days when she and Willy spent their va 
cations taking Greyhound tours to the Catskills. 

The October morning was crisp, and Alvirah was wearing a light green suit t 
hat she'd bought when she was on one of her diets. The waistband wouldn't 
close, but a large safety pin solved that problem. 

Automatically she fastened her sunburst pin with the concealed recorder on t 
he lapel. 

It was still too early to leave. Trying to keep up the positive thinking, 

that everything would be hunky-dory as soon as the money was paid, Alvirah 

reheated the kettle and turned on the radio to CBS Morning News. 

For once the headlines were fairly mundane. There was no bigshot Mafia guy 



on trial. No fatal- attraction homicide. Nobody had been arrested for ins 
ide trading. 

Alvirah sipped her tea and was about to hit the Off button when the newsc 
aster announced that as of today, New Yorkers could use the device that r 
ecorded the phone numbers from which incoming calls were made within the 
212 area code. 

It took a minute for her to realize what that meant. Then Alvirah jumped 

up and ran to the utility closet. Among the electronic devices that she a 

nd Willy delighted in taking home from Hammacher Schlemmer was the recordi 

ng machine that listed numbers on incoming phone calls. 

They'd bought it not realizing it was useless in New York. 

Dear Lord and his Blessed Mother, she prayed as she ripped the box open, p 
uUed out the recorder and with trembling fingers substituted it for the a 
nswering machine in the bedroom. Let them be keeping Willy in New York. 
Let them call from wherever they're hiding him. 

She remembered to record an announcement. "You have reached the home o 
f Alvirah and Willy Meehan. At the beep please leave a message. 

We'll get back to you real soon." She played it back. Her voice sounded unna 
tural, worried, full of stress. 

She forced herself to remember that she had won the drama medal in the sixt 
h-grade play at St. Francis Xavier School in the Bronx. Be an actress, she 
told herself firmly. She took a deep breath and began again: "Hell-lo. Y 
ou have reached the home..." 

That's more like it, she decided when she listened to the new version. 

Then, clutching her shoulder bag, Alvirah headed for Chase Manhattan to b 
egin to put together Willy's ransom money. 

I'm gonna go nuts, Willy thought as he tried to flex arms that somehow mana 
ged to be both numb and aching. His legs were still firmly trussed togethe 
r. He'd given up on them. At eightthirty he heard a faint rapping sound a 
nd then a door opening. 

Probably what passed for room service in this dump. They brought up lousy f 



ood on paper plates. At least that was the way hamburgers had been delivere 
d last night. Even so, the thought of a cup of coffee and a piece of toast 
set Willy's mouth to watering. 

A moment later the closet door opened. Sammy and Tony were staring dow 
n at him. Sammy held the gun while Tony loosened Willy's gag. 

"Didja have a good night's sleep?" Tony's unlovely smile revealed a broken 
eyetooth. Willy longed to have his hands free for just two minutes. They i 
tched to give Tony a matching set of eyeteeth. "Slept like a baby," he lie 
d. He nodded in the direction of the bathroom. 

"How about it?" 

"What?" Tony blinked, his rubbery face drooping into puzzlement. 

"He needs to go to the head," Clarence said. He crossed the narrow room and 
bent over Willy. "See that gun?" He pointed to it. "It has a silencer. Yo 
u try anything funny and it's all over. 

Sammy has a very nervous trigger finger. Then we'll all be mad because you 
gave us so much trouble. And we'll have to take it out on your wife. Get i 
t?" 

Willy was absolutely certain that Clarence meant it. Tony might be dopey, 
Sammy might have an itchy trigger finger, but they wouldn't do anything wi 
thout getting the okay from Clarence. And Clarence was a killer. Willy tr 
ied to sound calm. "I get it." 

Somehow he managed to hobble to the bathroom. After he'd finished, Tony 1 
et him splash some water in his face. Willy looked around in disgust. Th 
e tile was broken, and the room looked as though it hadn't been cleaned in 

years. Flecks of rust-corroded enamel covered the tub and sink. Worst o 
f all was the constant dripping from the water tank, faucets and shower he 
ad. "Sounds like Niagara Falls in here," Willy commented to Tony, who was 

standing at the door. 

Tony shoved him over to where Sammy and Clarence were sitting at a ricket 
y card table, which was piled with containers of coffee and objects that 
resembled abandoned Egg McMuffin cartons. Clarence nodded to the folding 
chair next to Sammy. 



"Sit there." Then he whirled. "Shut that damn door," he ordered Tony. "T 
hat stinking dripping is driving me nuts. Kept me awake half the night." 

A thought came to Willy. He tried to sound casual. "I guess we'll be here 
a couple of days. If you pick up a few tools for me, I can fix that for you. 
" He reached for a container. "I'm the best plumber you ever kidnapped." 

Alvirah was learning that it was much easier to put money in a bank than to 
get it out. When she presented her withdrawal slip at Chase Manhattan, the 
teller's eyes bulged. Then he asked her to step over to an assistant manage 
r's desk. 

Fifteen minutes later, Alvirah was still adamantly insisting that, no, she w 
asn't unhappy with the service. Yes, she was sure she wanted the money in c 
ash. Yes, she understood what a certified check was. 

Finally she demanded emphatically, "Is it my money or isn't it?" 

"Of course. Of course." They would have to ask her to fill out some forms 
-government regulations for cash withdrawals of over ten thousand dollars. 

Then they had to count the money. Eyes popped when Alvirah told them she w 
anted five hundred hundred-dollar bills and one thousand fifty-dollar bills 
. That took a lot of counting. 

It was nearly noon when Alvirah hailed a cab to cover the three blocks to 
the apartment, dump the money in a dresser drawer and start out again for 
the Chemical Bank on Eighth Avenue. 

By the end of the day she'd managed to get only three hundred thousand of th 
e two million she needed. Then she sat in the apartment, staring at the pho 
ne. There was a way to move quicker. In the morning she'd call the rest of 
the banks and tell them to expect her withdrawals. 

Start counting now, fellows. 

At six-thirty the phone rang. Alvirah grabbed it as a phone number appear 
ed on the recording machine. A familiar number. 

Alvirah realized the caller was the formidable Sister Cordelia. 

Willy had seven sisters. Six of them had gone into the convent. 



The seventh, now deceased, was the mother of Brian, whom Alvirah and Will 
y loved as a son. Brian, a playwright, was in London now. Alvirah would 
have turned to him for help if he'd been in New York. 

But she wasn't about to tell Cordelia about Willy's abduction. 

Cordelia would have the White House on the phone, demanding that the Presi 
dent dispatch the standing army to rescue her brother. 

Cordelia sounded a little peeved. "Alvirah, Willy was supposed to come over t 
his afternoon. One of the old girls we visit needs to have her toilet fixed. 
It's not like him to forget. Let me talk to him." 

Alvirah managed a he-liar-liar laugh that sounded even to her ears like the 
canned stuff you hear on lousy television shows. 

"Cordelia, it must have gone out of his mind," she said. "Willy is. 

.. he's..." She had a burst of inspiration. "Willy's in Washington to test 
ify about the cheapest way to fix plumbing in the tenements the government i 
s restoring. You know how he can do miracles to make things work. The Pres 
ident read that Willy is a genius at that and sent for him." 

"The President!" Cordelia's incredulous tone made Alvirah wish she'd nam 
ed Senator Moynihan or maybe some congressman. I never lie, she fretted. 
I don't know how. 

"Willy would never go to Washington without you," Cordelia snorted. 

"They sent a car for him.'" Well, at least that's true, Alvirah thought. 

She heard the "hrrump" on the other end of the line. Cordelia was nobody's f 
ool. "Well, when he gets back, tell him to get right over here." 

Two minutes later the phone rang again. This time the number that came up w 
as not familiar. It's them, Alvirah thought. She realized her hand was sha 
king. Forcing herself to think of the sixth-grade drama medal, she reached 
for the receiver. 

Her hello was hardy and confident. 



"We hope you've been banking, Mrs. Meehan." 

"Yes, I have. Put Willy on." 

"You can talk to him in a minute. We want the money by Friday night." 

"Friday night! It's Tuesday now. That only gives me three days. It takes a 1 
ong time to get all that together." 

"Just do it. Say hello to Willy." 

"Hi, honey." Willy's voice sounded subdued. Then he said, "Hey, let me tal 
k." 

Alvirah heard the sound of the receiver dropping. "Okay, Alvirah," the whis 
pery voice said. "We're not going to call you again until Friday night at s 
even o'clock. We'll let you talk to Willy then and we'll tell you where to m 
eet us. Remember, any funny business and in the future you'll have to pay to 
have your plumbing fixed. Willy won't be around to take care of it." 

The receiver clicked in her ear. Willy. Willy. Her hand still gripping th 

e phone, Alvirah stared at the number listed on the machine: 555-7000. Shou 

Id she call back? But suppose one of them answered. 

They'd know she was tracing them. Instead she called the Globe. As she exp 
ected, her editor, Charley, was still at his desk. She explained what she n 
eeded. 

"Sure, I can get it for you, Alvirah. You sound kind of mysterious. 

Are you working on a case you can write up for us?" 

"I'm not sure yet." 

Ten minutes later he called back. "Hey, Alvirah, that's some dump you're 1 
ooking up. It's the Lincoln Arms Hotel on Ninth Avenue, near the Lincoln T 
unnel. It's one step down from a flophouse." 

The Lincoln Arms Hotel. Alvirah managed to thank Charley before she sla 
mmed down the receiver and headed out the door. 

Just in case she was being watched she left the apartment house through the g 



arage and hailed a cab. She started to tell the driver to take her to the ho 
tel, then thought better of it. Suppose one of Willy's kidnappers spotted he 
r? Instead she had him drop her at the bus terminal. That was only a block 
away. 

Her kerchief covering her head, her coat collar turned up, Alvirah walked p 
ast the Lincoln Arms Hotel. Dismayed, she realized it was a pretty big pla 
ce. She glanced up at the windows. 

Was Willy behind one of them? The building looked as though it had been bui 
It before the Civil War, but it was at least ten or twelve stories high. Ho 
w could she ever find him in that place? 

Once again she wondered if she should call the cops and then remembered ag 
ain the time some wife did call and the cops were spotted at the ransom dr 
op and the kidnappers sped away. They found the body three weeks later. 

No. She couldn't risk it. She had to get Willy back. 

Alvirah stood in the shadows at the side of the hotel and prayed to St. Jud 
e, the saint of lost causes. And then she spotted it. A sign in the windo 
w. HELP WANTED--Room service. 4:00 to 12:00 

P.M. shift. She had to get that job, but not looking like this. 

Ignoring the trucks and cars and buses that were barreling toward the tunnel 
entrance, Alvirah dashed into the street, grabbed a cab, and rattled off the 
address of the apartment in Flushing. 

Her brain was working overtime. 

The old apartment had been their home for nearly forty years and looked ex 
actly the same as it had the day they'd won the lottery. The dark gray ov 
erstuffed velour couch and matching chair, the green-and-orange rug the la 
dy she cleaned for on Tuesdays had been throwing out, the mahogany-veneer 
bedroom set that had been Willy's mother's bridal furniture. 

In ;he closet were all the clothes she'd worn in those days. 

Splashy print dresses from Alexander's. Polyester slacks and sweatshirts, s 
neakers and high-heeled shoes purchased at outlets. 



In the mirror cabinet in the bathroom she found the henna rinse that made her 
hair the color of the rising sun on the Japanese flag. 

An hour later there was no vestige left of the gentrified lottery winner. Br 
ight red hair wisped around a face now startling with the makeup she used to 
love before Baroness Min taught her that less is better. Her old lipstick ex 
actly matched her flaming hair. 

Her eyelids were emblazoned with purple shadow. Jeans too tight across the 
seat, ankles hidden by thick socks and feet stuffed into well-worn sneakers, 
a fleece-lined sweatshirt with the skyline of Manhattan stenciled across th 
e front finished the transformation. 

Alvirah surveyed the overall result with satisfaction. I look like someone w 
ho'd apply for a job in that crummy hotel, she decided. 

Reluctantly she left her sunburst pin in a drawer. It just didn't look right 

on the sweatshirt, and she had the backup pin Charley had given her at the oth 

er apartment if she needed it. 

When she pulled on her old all-weather coat she remembered to switch her m 
oney and keys to the voluminous black-and-green tote bag that she'd always 
carried to her cleaning jobs. 

Forty minutes later she was in the Lincoln Arms Hotel. The grimy lobby con 
tained a battered desk in front of a wall of mailboxes and four black Nauga 
hyde chairs in advanced stages of disrepair. The stained brown carpet was 
pocked with gaping holes that revealed ancient linoleum flooring. 

Never mind room service, they ought to look for a cleaning woman, Alvirah 
thought as she approached the desk. 

The sallow-complexioned, bleary-eyed clerk looked up. 

"Whaddaya want?" 

"A job. I'm a good waitress." 

Something that was more sneer than smile moved the clerk's lips. "You don't 
need to be good, just fast. How old are ya?" 

"Fifty," Alvirah lied. 



"You're fifty, I'm twelve. Go home." 

"I need a job," Alvirah persisted, her heart pounding. She could feel Willy' 
s presence. She'd have taken an oath that he was hidden somewhere in this ho 
tel. "Give me a chance. I'll work free for three or four days. If you don' 
t think I'm the best worker you ever had by, let's say Saturday, you can fire 
me." 

The clerk shrugged. "So whadda I got to lose? Be here tomorrow at four 
sharp. Whaddaya say your name was?" 

"Tessie," Alvirah said firmly. "Tessie Magink." 

Wednesday morning Willy could sense the growing tension among his captors 
. Clarence flatly refused to allow Sammy to step outside the room. When 
Sammy complained, Clarence snapped, "After twelve years in a cell you s 
houldn't have no trouble staying put." 

There was no sign of a chambermaid beating down the door to clean, but Wi 
lly decided the room probably hadn't been cleaned in a year anyhow. 

The three cotlike beds were lined up together, heads against the bathroom w 
all. A narrow dresser covered with peeling sheets of ConTact paper, a blac 
k-and-white television, and a round table with four chairs completed the de 
cor. 

On Tuesday night Willy had persuaded his captors to allow him to sleep on th 
e bathroom floor. It was bigger than the closet, and, as he pointed out, if 
he stretched out that extra bit he would be able to walk when they exchange 
d him for the ransom. He did not miss the glances they exchanged at the sug 
gestion. They had no intention of letting him go free to talk about them. 
That meant he had about forty-eight hours to figure out a way of being rescu 
ed from this fleabag. 

At three in the morning, when he'd heard Sammy and Tony snoring in harmony a 
nd Clarence's irritated but regular gasps, Willy had managed to sit up, get 
to his feet and hop over to the toilet. The rope that tethered him to the b 
athtub faucet allowed him just enough room to touch the lid of the water tan 
k. With his manacled hands, he lifted it, laid it on the sink and reached i 
nto the grimy, rust-colored water of the tank. The result was that a few mi 
nutes later the dripping had become louder, more frequent and more insistent. 



That was why Clarence had awakened to the distressing sound of constantly 
bubbling water. Willy smiled a grim, inner smile as Clarence barked, "!' 
m gonna go nuts. Sounds like a camel peeing." 

When the room-service breakfast was being delivered, Willy was again secure 
ly tied and gagged in the closet, this time with Sammy's gun at his temple. 
From the hall outside the room, Willy could hear the faint croak of the o 
bviously old man who was apparently the sole room-service employee. It was 
useless to even think about attracting his attention. 

That afternoon, Clarence began stuffing towels around the bathroom door, 
but nothing could block out the sound of running water. "I'm getting one 
of my bad headaches," he snarled, settling down on the unmade bed. A fe 
w minutes later Tony began to whistle. Sammy shut him up immediately. W 
illy heard him whisper, "When Clarence gets one of his headaches, watch 
out." 

Tony was clearly bored. His beady eyes glazed over as he sat watching telev 
ision, the sound barely turned on. Willy sat next to him, tied to a chair, 
the gag loosened enough that he could talk through almost closed lips. 

At the table, Sammy played endless games of solitaire. In late afternoon, To 
ny got bored with the television and snapped it off. 

"You got any kids?" he asked Willy. 

Willy knew that if he had any hope of getting out of this dump alive, Tony w 
ould be his ticket. Trying to ignore the combination of cramps and numbness 
in his arms and legs, he told Tony that he and Alvirah had never been bless 
ed with kids, but they thought of his nephew, Brian, as their own child, esp 
ecially since Brian's mother- Willy's sister— had been called to her eternal 
reward. "I have six other sisters," he said. "They're all nuns. 

Cordelia is the oldest. She's sixty-eight going on twenty-one." 

Tony's jaw dropped. "No foolin'. When I was a kid and kind of on the str 
eets and picking up a few bucks separating women from their pocketbooks, i 
f you know what I mean, I never once hit on a nun, even when they wuz head 
ing for the supermarket, meaning they had cash. When I had a good hit 1 1 
eft a coupla bucks in the convent mailbox, sort of an expression of gratit 
ude." 



Willy tried to look impressed at Tony's largess. 

"Will you shut up?" Clarence barked from the bed. "My head's splitting." 

Willy breathed a silent prayer as he said, "You know, I could fix that leak 
if I just had a monkey wrench and a screwdriver." 

If he could just get his hands on that tank, he thought. He could flood the 
joint. They couldn't very well shoot him if people were rushing in to stop t 
he cascade of water he could loose. 

Sister Cordelia knew something was wrong. Much as she loved Willy, she co 
uld not imagine the President sending for him in a private car. 

Something else; Alvirah was always so open you could read her like the hea 
dline of the New York Post. But when Cordelia tried to phone Alvirah Wedn 
esday morning there was no answer. Then, when she did reach her at three- 
thirty, Alvirah sounded out of breath. She was just running out, she expl 
ained, but didn't say where. Of course Willy was fine. Why wouldn't he b 
e? He'd be home by the weekend. 

The convent was an apartment in an old building on Amsterdam Avenue and lo 
oth Street. Sister Cordelia lived there with four elderly sisters and the 

one novice, twenty- seven-year-old Maeve Marie, who had been a policewoman 

for three years before realizing she had a vocation. 

When Cordelia hung up after speaking to Alvirah she sat down heavily on a st 
urdy kitchen chair. "Maeve," she said, "something is wrong with Willy. I 
feel it in my bones." 

The phone rang. It was Arturo Morales, the manager of the Flushing bank a 
round the corner from Willy and Alvirah's old apartment. 

"Sister," he began, sounding distressed, "I hate to bother you, but I'm worrie 
d." 

Cordelia's heart sank as Arturo explained that Alvirah had tried to withdra 
w one hundred thousand dollars from the bank. 

They were able to give her only twenty thousand but had promised to have th 
e rest of the cash Friday morning; she'd told them she absolutely had to ha 



ve it by then. 

Cordelia thanked him for the information, promised never to hint that he'd 
violated bank confidentiality, hung up and snapped to Maeve Marie, "Come 
on. We're going to see Alvirah." 

Alvirah reported to the Lincoln Arms Hotel promptly at four o'clock. 

She'd changed her clothes in the Port Authority. Now, standing in front of th 
e desk clerk, she felt secure in her disguise. 

The clerk jerked his head to indicate that she was to go down the corridor t 
o the door marked Stay Out. 

It led to the kitchen. The chef, a bony seventy-year-old who bore a startl 
ing resemblance to forties cowboy star Gabby Hayes, was preparing hamburger 
s. Clouds of smoke rose from the spatters of grease on the grill. He look 
ed up. "You Tessie?" 

Alvirah nodded. 

"Okay. I'm Hank. Start delivering." 

There were no subtleties in the room-service department. Service consisted o 
f the kind of brown plastic tray that was found in hospital cafeterias, coars 
e paper napkins, plastic utensils, sample-sized packets of mustard, ketchup a 
nd relish. Hank shoveled limp hamburgers onto buns. "Pour the coffee. Don 
't fill the cups too much. Dish out the french fries." 

Alvirah obeyed. "How many rooms in this place?" she asked as she set up t 
rays. 

"Hundred." 

"That many !" 

Hank grinned, revealing tobacco- stained false teeth. "Only forty rented ovem 
ight. The by-the-hour trade ain't looking for room service." 

Alvirah considered. Forty wasn't too bad. She figured there had to be at 1 
east two men involved in the kidnapping. One to drive the car, one to keep 
Willy from bopping him. Maybe even one more to make that first phone call. 



She needed to watch for big orders. At least it was a start. 

She began dehvering with Hank's firm reminder to collect on the spot. 

The hamburgers went to the bar, which was inhabited by a dozen or so rough 
-looking guys you wouldn't want to meet on a dark night. The second order 

she brought to the room clerk and hotel manager, who presided over the pr 
emises from an airless room behind the desk. Their heros were on the hous 
e. Her next tray, containing cornflakes and a double boilermaker, was for 

a disheveled, bleary-eyed senior citizen. 

Alvirah was sure the cornflakes were an afterthought. 

Next she was sent with a heavy tray to four men playing cards on the ninth 
floor. Another card-game group on the seventh floor ordered pizzas. On th 
e eighth floor, she was met at the door by a husky guy who said, "Oh. You' 
re new. I'll take it. When you knock on the door, don't bang. My brother 
's got a bad headache." Behind him Alvirah could see a man lying on a bed, 
a cloth over his eyes. The persistent dripping sound from the bathroom re 
minded her overwhelmingly of Willy. 

He'd have that leak fixed in no time flat. There was clearly no one else in 
the room, and the guy at the door looked as though he could have cleaned th 
e contents of the tray on his own. 

In the closet, Willy could just about hear the cadence of a voice that made 
him ache to be back with Alvirah. 

There were enough room-service calls to keep her busy from six until about t 
en. From her own observations and from the explanations of Hank, who grew i 
ncreasingly garrulous as he began to appreciate her efficiency, Alvirah got 
to understand the setup. There were ten floors of rooms. The first six flo 
ors all had ten rooms and were reserved for the hourly guests. The upperflo 
or rooms were the largest, all with baths, and tended to be rented for at le 
ast a few days. 

Over a plump hamburger that she cooked for him at ten o'clock. Hank told h 
er that everybody registered under a false name. Everybody paid cash. "L 
ike one guy who comes in to clean out his private mailboxes. 

He publishes dirty magazines. 



'Nother guy sets up card games. Lots of fellows come in here and get a bag on 
when they're supposed to be on a business trip. That kind of stuff. Nothing 
bad. It's sort of like a private club." 

Hank's head began to droop after he'd finished the last of his third glass of 
beer. A few minutes later he was asleep. Quietly, Alvirah went to the tabl 
e that served as a combination chopping board and desk. 

When she brought down the money after each order was delivered, she'd been i 
nstructed to put it in the cigar box that served as cash register. The orde 
r slip with the amount was placed in the box next to it. Hank had explained 
that, at midnight, room service ended and the desk clerk tallied up the mon 
ey, compared it with the receipts, and put the cash in the safe, which was h 
idden in the bottom of the refrigerator. The order slips were then dropped 
into a cardboard box under the table. There was a massive jumble of them in 
place now. 

Some would never be missed. Figuring that the top layers had to be the mo 
St recent records, Alvirah scooped up an armful and stuffed them in her vo 
luminous handbag. She delivered three more orders to the bar between elev 
en and twelve. In between deliveries, unable to stand the grimy kitchen, 
she set about cleaning it up as a bemused Hank watched. 

After a quick stop at the Port Authority to change into her good clothes, s 
crub the rouge and purple eye shadow from her face and wrap a turban around 
her flaming hair, Alvirah stepped out of a cab at quarter of one. Ramon, 
the night doorman, said, "Sister Cordelia was here. 

She asked a lot of questions about where you were." 

Cordelia was no dope, Alvirah thought with grudging admiration. A plan wa 
s forming in her mind, and Cordelia was part of it. 

Even before she sank her tired body into the Jacuzzi that was bubbling with 
Cypress Point Spa oils, Alvirah sorted out the greasy order slips. 

Within the hour she had narrowed the possibilities. Four rooms consistently 
sent for large orders. She pushed away the gnawing fear that they were all 
occupied by card players or some other kind of gamblers and that Willy migh 
t be in Alaska right now. Her instinct had told her the minute she set foot 
in the hotel that he was nearby. 



It was nearly three when she got into the double bed. Tired as she was, it w 
as impossible to get to sleep. Finally she pictured him there, settling in b 
eside her. "Nighty-night, Willy, lovey," she said aloud, and in her head hea 
rd him saying in response, "Sleep tight, honey." 

Sister Cordelia arrived at seven o'clock on Thursday morning. 

Alvirah was prepared for her. She'd been up half an hour and was wearing Wi 
lly's plaid bathrobe, which had the faint scent of his shaving lotion. She 
had a pot of coffee on the stove. 

"What's up?" Cordelia asked abruptly. 

Over coffee and Sara Lee crumb cake, Alvirah told her everything. 

"Cordelia," she concluded, "I won't tell you I'm not scared, because that woul 
d be a lie. I'm scared to death for Willy. 

If someone is watching this place or maybe has a delivery boy keeping an eye 
out, and it gets back that strange people were coming and going, they'll kill 
Willy. Cordelia, I swear to you, I know he's in that hotel, and I have a pi 
an. Maeve still has her gun permit, doesn't she?" 

"Yes." Sister Cordelia's piercing gray eyes bored into Alvirah's. 

"And she's still friends with the guys she sent to prison, isn't she?" 

"Oh sure. They all love her. You know they give Willy a hand fixing pipes 
whenever he needs it, and they take turns delivering meals to our shut-ins." 



"That's what I need. They look like the people who hang out in that place. 
I want three or four of them to check into the Lincoln Arms tonight. Let t 
hem get a card game going. That happens all the time. 

Tomorrow night at seven o'clock, I get the call where to leave the money. Th 
ey know that I won't turn it over until I talk to Willy. To keep them from c 
arrying him out of there, I want Maeve's guys covering the exits. It's our o 
nly chance." Cordelia stared grimly into space, then said, "Alvirah, Willy a 
Iways told me to trust your sixth sense. I guess I'd better do it now." 

By Thursday afternoon, Clarence's eyes were blinded with the crushing ache t 



hat was splitting his head from ear to ear. Even Tony was careful not to cr 
OSS him. He didn't reach to turn on the television set but contented himsel 
f sitting next to Willy and in a hoarse whisper telling him the story of his 
life. He'd gotten up to age seven, the year he'd discovered how easy it wa 
s to shoplift in the candy store, when Clarence barked from the bed, "You sa 
y you can fix that damn leak?'" Willy didn't want to seem too excited, but t 
he muscles in his throat squeezed together as he nodded vigorously. 

"Whaddaya need?" 

"A monkey wrench," Willy croaked through the bag. "A screwdriver. 

Wire." 

"All right. Sammy, you heard him. Go out and get that stuff." 

Sammy was playing solitaire again. "I'll send Tony." 

Clarence bolted up. " said you. That dopey brother of yours'll blab to the 

nearest guy where he's going, why he's going, who he's getting it for. Now go 

II 

Sammy shivered at the tone, remembering how Tony had gone joyriding in the 
getaway car. "Sure, Clarence, sure," he said soothingly. "And listen, lo 
ng as I'm out, how about I bring in some Chinese food, huh? 

Could taste good for a change." 

Clarence's scowl faded momentarily. "Yeah, okay. Get lotsa soy sauce." 

Alvirah dropped off the suitcase with her last bank pickup at twenty to fou 
r, barely time enough to rush to the Port Authority, change, and report to 
the job. As she trotted through the Lincoln Arms lobby she noticed a sweet 
-faced nun in traditional habit holding out a basket and quietly moving fro 
m one to the other occupants of the bar. Everybody threw something in. In 
the kitchen, Alvirah asked Hank about the nun. 

"Oh her. Yeah. She speeds it on the kids who live around here. Makes eve 
rybody feel good to toss her a buck or two. Kind of spiritual, you know wh 
at I mean?" 

The chow mein was a welcome relief from hamburgers. After dinner, Clarenc 



e ordered Willy to go into the John and get rid of the dripping noise. Sa 

mmy accompanied him. Willy's heart sank when Sammy said, "I don't know ho 

w to fix nothing, but I know how not to fix it, so don't get smart." 

So much for my big plan, Willy thought. Well, maybe I can stall it till I f 
igure something out. He began by chipping at the years of accumulated rust 
around the base of the tank. 

That night, orders were not as brisk as the night before. Alvirah suggested to 
Hank that she sort out all the old slips in the order box. 

"Why?" Hank looked astonished. Why would anyone sort out useless slips 
7 

Alvirah tugged at the sweatshirt she was wearing today. It said, I SPE 
NT THE NIGHT WITH BURT REYNOLDS. Willy had bought it as a gag when the 
y went to Reynolds' theater in Florida. She tried to look mysterious. 
"You never know," she whispered. 

The answer seemed to satisfy Hank. 

She hid the already sorted slips under the pile she dumped on the table. S 
he knew what she was looking for. Consistent orders in quantity since Mond 
ay. 

She narrowed it down to the same four rooms she'd selected from her earlier 
sorting. 

At six o'clock it suddenly got busy. By eight-thirty she'd delivered food 
to three of the four suspect rooms. Two contained the ongoing card games. 
One was now a crap game. She had to admit that none of the players looked 
like kidnappers. 

Room 802 did not phone for an order. Maybe the guy with the bad headache 
and his brother had checked out. At midnight a discouraged Alvirah was ab 
out the leave, when Hank grumbled, "Working with you is easy. The new da 
y guy quit, and tomorrow they're gonna bring in the kid who fills in. He 
screws up all the orders." 

Breathing a grateful prayer of thanks, Alvirah immediately volunteered to co 
me in for the seven-to-one morning shift as well as her usual four to twelve 
. She reasoned that she could still rush to the banks that had promised to 



have the cash for her between twelve-fifteen and three. 

"I'll be back at seven," she promised Hank. 

"So will I," he complained. "The day cook quit too." 

On the way out, Alvirah noticed some familiar faces hanging around the bar 
. Louie, who'd served seven years for bank robbery and had a black belt i 
n karate; Al, who'd been a strongman for a pawnbroker and served four year 
s for assault; Lefty, whose specialty was hot cars. She smiled inwardly. 
Maeve was coming through for her-these were her men. 

True to their training, even though Alvirah was sure they'd seen her, neithe 
r Louie, Al, nor Lefty gave any sign of knowing her. 

Willy had reduced the dripping to its original annoying level, then an irrit 
able Clarence had shouted in for him to knock off the hammering. 

"Leave it where it is. I can put up with that much noise for another twenty- 
four hours." 

And then what? Willy wondered. There was one hope. Sammy was bored wit 
h observing him fiddling around with the water tank. Tomorrow Sammy woul 
d be more careless. That night Willy insured the further need of his ser 
vices by again hopping over to the water tank and adjusting the drip-drip 
level. 

In the morning, Clarence's eyes were feverish. Tony started talking about a 
n old girlfriend he planned to look up when they got to the hideout in Queen 
s, and no one told him to keep his mouth shut. 

Meaning, Willy thought, they're not worried about me hearing them. 

When breakfast was delivered, Willy, securely stashed in the closet, jumped 
so suddenly that the gun in Sammy's hand almost went off. This time he didn 
't hear just a cadence of a voice that reminded him of Alvirah. It was clea 
rly her ringing tone asking Tony if his brother's headache was any better. 

A startled Sammy hissed in Willy's ear, "You crazy or something'?" 

Alvirah was looking for him. Willy had to help her. He had to get back in 
to the bathroom, work on the water tank, tap the wrench to the cadence of " 



And the Band Played On," their song, the one the band was playing when he f 
irst asked Alvirah to dance at the K of C hall over forty years ago. 

He got his chance four hours later when, at Clarence's furious command, wr 
ench and screwdriver in hand and a jittery Sammy beside him, he resumed hi 
s task of jointly fixing and sabotaging the water tank. 

He was careful not to overdo. He reasonably told a protesting Sammy th 

at he wasn't making that much noise, and anyhow, this place would proba 

bly love to have one decent John. Scratching his four-day growth of be 

ard, squirming in his wrinkled clothing, Willy began to send off signal 

s three minutes apart. "Ca-sey would WALTZ with the STRAW-henry BLONDE 

tap-tap TApppp TApppp TApppp." 

Alvirah was delivering pizza to 702 when she heard it. The tapping. 

Oh God, she prayed, oh God. She placed the tray on the uneven tabletop. T 
he occupant of the room, a nice-looking fellow in his thirties, was coming 
off a hinge. He pointed up, "Wouldn't that kill you? They're renovating o 
r something. Take your pick. Sounds like Niagara Falls or New Year's Eve 
up there." 

It has to be 802, Alvirah decided, thinking of the guy on the bed, the doo 
rkeeper, the open bathroom door. They must shove Willy in the closet when 
they order room service. Even though she was so excited her heart was th 
umping through the sweatshirt that read DON TEA LITTERBUG, she took time 
to caution the drinker that booze would be his ruination. 

There was a phone in the hallway by the bar. Hoping she wasn't being obser 
ved by the desk clerk, Alvirah made a hurried call to Cordelia. 

She finished by saying, "They'll be phoning me at seven o'clock." 

At quarter of seven that night, the occupants of the bar of the Lincoln Arms 
Hotel were awed at the sight of six mostly elderly nuns, in traditional floor 
-length habit, veil, and wimple, entering the lobby. 

The desk clerk jumped up and made a shooing motion toward the revolving d 
oor behind them. Alvirah watched, tray in arms, as Maeve, the appointed 
spokesperson, stared down the desk clerk. 

"We have the owner's permission to ask for donations on every floor," Maev 



e told him. 

"You got no such thing." 

Her voice dropped to a whisper. "We have Mr. 's permission." 

The clerk's face paled. "You guys shut up and get out your loot," he yelled a 
t the occupants of the bar. "These here sisters are gonna pass the hat." 

"No, we're starting upstairs," Maeve told him. 

Alvirah protectively brought up the rear as the bevy of nuns, led by Cordelia 
, entered the elevator. 

They went directly to the eighth floor and clustered in the hallway where L 
efty, Al and Louie were waiting. At exactly seven o'clock Alvirah knocked 
on the door. "Room service," she called. 

"We didn't order nothin'," a voice snarled. 

"Someone did, and I've got to collect," she shouted firmly. 

She heard scuffling. A door slammed. The closet. They were hiding Willy 
. The door opened a crack. A nervous Tony instructed, "Leave the tray ou 
tside. How much?" 

Alvirah kept her foot firmly in the door as the oldest nuns materialized beh 
ind her. "We're collecting for the Lord," one of them whispered. 

Clarence had the phone in his hand. "What the hell's going on out there?" 
he shouted. 

"Hey, that's no way to talk to the sisters," Tony protested. 

Reverently he stepped aside as they drifted past him into the room. 

Sister Maeve brought up the rear, her hands folded in the sleeves of her habi 
t. In an instant, she circled behind Clarence, yanked her right hand out and 
held a gun against his temple. In the crisp tone that had made her a superb 
cop, she whispered, "Freeze, or you're dead." 

Tony opened his mouth to yell a warning, but it was obliterated as Lefty ka 



rated him into unconsciousness. Lefty then insured Clarence's silence with 
a judicious rap on the neck that made him collapse beside Tony on the floo 



Louie and Al herded the reluctant Sister Cordelia and her elderly flock into 
the safety of the hallway. It was time to rescue Willy. Lefty had his hand 
ready to strike. Sister Maeve had her gun pointed. 

Alvirah threw open the closet door as she bellowed, "Room service." 

Sammy was standing next to Willy, his gun in Willy's neck. 

"Outside, all of you," he snarled. "Drop that gun, lady." 

Maeve hesitated for a moment, then obeyed. 

"Outside!" Sammy barked. 

He's trapped and he's desperate, Alvirah thought frantically. 

He's going to kill my Willy. She forced herself to sound calm. 

"I've got a car in front of the hotel," she told him. "There's two million d 
oUars in it. Take Willy and me with you. You can check the money, drive aw 
ay and then let us out somewhere." She turned to Lefty and Maeve, "Don't try 
to stop us or he'll hurt Willy. Get lost all of you." She held her breath 
and stared at Willy's captor, willing herself to seem confident as the others 
left the room. 

Sammy hesitated for an instant. Alvirah watched as he turned the gun to point 
toward the door. "It better be there, lady," he snapped. 

"Untie his feet." 

Obediently she knelt down and yanked at the knots in the ropes binding Will 
y's ankles. She peeked up as she undid the last one. 

The gun was still pointed at the door. Alvirah remembered how she used to 
put her shoulder under Mrs. O'Keefe's piano and hoist it up to straighten o 
ut the carpet. One, two, three. She shot up like an arrow, her shoulder w 
hamming into Sammy's gun hand. He pulled the trigger as he dropped the gun 
. The bullet released flaking paint from the drooping ceiling. 



Willy threw his manacled hands around Sammy, bearhugging him until the o 
thers rushed back into the room. 

As though in a dream, Alvirah watched Lefty, Al and Louie free Willy from 
his handcuffs and ropes and use them to secure the abductors. She heard M 
aeve dial 1 and say, "This is Officer Maeve O'Reilly, I mean Sister Maeve 
Marie, reporting a kidnapping, attempted murder and successful apprehensio 
n of the perpetrators." 

Alvirah felt Willy's arms around her. "Hi, honey," he whispered. 

She was so filled with joy she couldn't speak. They gazed at each other. 
She took in his bloodshot eyes, stubble of beard and matted hair. He stu 
died her garish makeup and DON'T BE A LITTERBUG sweatshirt. "Honey, you'r 
e gorgeous," Willy said fervently. "I'm sorry if I look like one of the S 
mith Brothers." 

Alvirah rubbed her face against his. The tears of relief that were welling in 
her throat vanished as she began to laugh. "Oh, sweetie," she cried, "you'l 
1 always look like Tip O'Neill to me." 

Clean Seep The phone rang, but Alvirah ignored it. She and Willy had onl 
y been home long enough to unpack, and already the answering machine had 
picked up six messages. They'd agreed that tomorrow would be time enough 
to catch up with the outside world. 

It's nice to be home, she thought happily as she stepped out onto the terra 
ce of their Central Park South apartment and looked down at the park, where 

now in late October the leaves had turned into a blazing rainbow of orange 

and crimson and yellow and russet. 

She went back inside and settled on the couch. Willy handed her a cocktail, 
a Manhattan in honor of being back in the city, and carried his own to his bi 
g easy chair. He lifted his glass to her. "To us, honey." 

Alvirah smiled fondly at him. "I have to say all that sightseeing does wear m 
e out. I'm going to rest my hands and feet for at least two weeks," she said 



"Agreed," Willy nodded and then added sheepishly, "Honey, I still think ri 
ding those mules in Greece was a little much. I felt like a broken-down Ho 



palong Cassidy." 

"Well, you looked like the Lone Ranger," Alvirah assured him. She paused, 1 
ooking lovingly at her husband. "Willy, we've had so much fun, haven't we? 
If it weren't for the lottery I'd still be cleaning houses and you'd be fix 
ing busted pipes." 

And once again they sat in silent wonder, marveling over the wonderful even 
t that had made a clean sweep of their former life. 

The dates of their birthdays and wedding anniversary were the numbers they' 
d always played, a dollar a week for ten years until the unbelievable momen 
t when the lottery ticket with those numbers was pulled and they found them 
selves the sole winners of the forty -million- dollar prize. 

As Alvirah said, "Willy, for us, life began at sixty, well, not quite sixty 
." So far among their travels, they'd been to Europe three times, to South 
America once, had taken the Trans-Siberian Railway from China to Russia and 
now had just returned from a cruise around the Greek islands. 

The phone rang. Alvirah glanced at it. "Don't be tempted," Willy begged. " 
We need to get our breath. It's probably Cordelia, and she'll have a job for 
me, fixing the plumbing at the convent or something. It can wait a day." 

They listened to the answering machine. It was Rhonda Alvirez, secretary o 
f the Manhattan chapter of the Lottery Winners' Support Group. Rhonda, a f 
ounding member of the group, had won six million dollars in the lottery and 
been persuaded by a cousin to invest her first big check in his invention, 
a fast- acting drain cleaner. As it turned out, the only thing the cousin' 
s cleaner whooshed down the drain was Rhonda's money. 

That was when Rhonda started the support group, and when she read about h 
ow well Alvirah and Willy had handled their windfall, she begged them to 
be honorary members and regular guest lecturers. 

Rhonda had already left one message. Now she got right to the point. 

"Alvirah, I know you're home. The limo dropped you off an hour ago. I che 
eked with your doorman. Please pick up. This is important." 

"And you think Cordelia's bad," Alvirah murmured as she obediently reache 
d for the phone. 



Willy watched her expression change to disbelief and concern and then heard 
her say, "Of course we'll talk to her. Tomorrow morning at ten. 

Here. Fine." 

When she hung up she explained, "Willy, we're going to meet Nelly Monahan 
. From what Rhonda tells me she's a very nice woman, but much more impor 
tant, she's a lottery winner who's been shafted by her ex-husband. We ca 
n't let that happen." 

The next morning at nine o'clock, Nelly Monahan prepared to leave her three 
-room apartment in Stuyvesant Town, the East Side housing development that 
she'd moved into over forty years ago as a twenty-two-year-old bride. Even 
though the rent was now ten times more than the fifty-nine dollars a month 
that had been the starting figure, the flat was still a terrific bargain, 
provided, of course, that you could spend nearly six hundred dollars a mont 
h for shelter. 

But now that she was retired and living on a tiny pension and her monthly 
social security check, it had become painfully obvious to Nelly that she m 
ight have to give up the apartment and move in with her cousin Margaret in 
New Brunswick, New Jersey. 

To Nelly, a dyed-in-the-wool New Yorker, the prospect of spending her fin 
al years away from the Big Apple was appalling. 

It had been bad enough that her husband, Tim, had walked out on her, but t 
o give up the apartment broke her heart. And then to learn that Tim's new 
wife had produced that winning lottery ticket! It was just too much. Th 
at was when her neighbor suggested that Nelly call the support group, and 
now she had a meeting with Alvirah Meehan, who, Rhonda assured her, was a 
problem solver who got things done. 

Nelly was a small, round, nondescript woman with vaguely pretty features a 
nd lingering traces of brown in her gray hair, whose natural wave framed h 
er face and softened the lines that time and hard work had etched around h 
er eyes and mouth. 

With her hesitant voice and shy smile, Nelly gave the outward appearance of 
being a pushover, but nothing could have been further from the truth. Peo 
pie who tried to take advantage of her soon learned that Nelly had a spunky 



streak and an implacable sense of justice. 

Until her retirement at age sixty, she had worked as a bookkeeper for a sm 
all company that manufactured Venetian blinds and, some years earlier, was 
the one who realized that the owner's nephew was bleeding the place dry. 
She'd persuaded her boss to make the nephew sell his house and pay back e 
very dime he'd stolen or risk becoming a guest of the Department of Correc 
tion of New York. 

And once, when a teenager tried to grab her pocketbook as he rode past her, 
she'd poked her umbrella into the spokes of his bicycle, causing him to go 
sprawling on the road with a sprained ankle. She alternately shouted for 
help and lectured the would-be mugger until the police came. 

But these episodes paled compared to being cheated out of her nearly two-m 
illion-doUar share of the lottery money by her husband of forty years and 
her successor, Roxie, the new Mrs. Tim Monahan. 

Nelly knew that Alvirah Meehan and her husband Willy lived in one of the f 
ancy Central Park South buildings, so she dressed carefully for her meetin 
g with them, selecting a brown tweed suit she'd bought on sale at A&S. Sh 
e'd even gone to the extravagance of having her hair washed and set. 

Promptly at 10:00 

A.M. she was announced by the doorman. 

At ten-thirty, Alvirah poured a second cup of coffee for their guest. 

For half an hour she'd deliberately kept the conversation general, talking ab 
out their shared backgrounds and changing life in the city. 

From her experience as an investigative columnist for the New York Globe, s 
he'd learned that relaxed people tended to be better witnesses. 

"Now let's get down to business," she said, touching the sunburst pin on the 
lapel of her jacket and turning on the recorder in it. "I'm going to be hon 
est," she explained. "I'll be recording our conversation because sometimes 
when I play it back I pick up something that I missed." 

Nelly's eyes sparkled. "Rhonda Alvirez told me you used that recorder to so 
Ive crimes. Well, let me tell you, I've got a crime for you, and the crimin 



al's name is Tim Monahan." 

She went on to explain, "In the forty years I was married to him, he could 
never hold a job because he always found a reason to file suit against his 
current employer. Tim spent more time in small claims court than Judge Wap 
ner." 

Nelly then enumerated the long list of defendants who had tangled with Tim 
, including the dry cleaner accused of putting a hole in an ancient pair o 
f trousers, the bus company whose vehicle's sudden stop Tim said caused wh 
iplash, the secondhand car dealer who refused to fix his car after the war 
ranty expired, and Macy's, which was sued for a broken spring he discovere 
d on a La-Z-Boy recliner Nelly had given him years before. 

In her gentle voice she continued to tell them that Tim always considered 
himself a bit of a ladies' man and would gallantly rush to open doors for 
attractive girls while she, Nelly, walked behind him like the invisible wo 
man. It had been especially annoying when he sang the praises of Roxie Ma 
rsh, who owned the catering outfit he worked for occasionally. Nelly had 
met the woman once and recognized that Roxie was the type who buttered up 
her help and then paid them slave wages. 

She went on to explain also that while Tim drank a little too much, was a pa 
in in the neck and looked particularly silly when he tried to act like Beau 
Brummell, he was nevertheless company of a sort, and after forty years she w 
as used to him. Besides that she loved to cook and always enjoyed Tim's hea 
rty appetite. It hadn't been perfect, but they had stuck it out. 

Until they did or didn't win the lottery. 

"Tell me about it," Alvirah ordered. 

"We played the lottery every week, and one day I woke up feeling particularl 
y lucky," Nelly explained earnestly. "It was the last chance to get in on t 
he lottery for an eighteen-milliondoUar pot. Tim was between jobs, and I g 
ave him a dollar and told him to be sure to pick up a ticket when he bought 
his newspaper." 

"And did he?" Alvirah asked quickly. 

"Absolutely! When he got back, I asked him about it and he said yes, he'd b 
ought it." 



"Did you see the ticket?" Willy asked quickly. 

Alvirah smiled at her husband. Willy was frowning. He seldom lost his te 
mper, but when he did he looked and sounded remarkably like his sister Cor 
della. Willy would have no use for a man who cheated his wife. 

"I didn't ask to see it," Nelly explained as she swallowed the last of her c 
offee. "He always held the ticket in his wallet. Besides, there was no nee 
d. We always played the same numbers."' "So do we," Alvirah told her. "Our 
birthdays and wedding anniversary." 

"Tim and I took ours from the street addresses of the houses we grew up in 
--1802 and 1913 

Tenbroeck Avenue in the Bronx, and 405 

East Fourteenth Street, the number of our building all these years. 

That came out to be 18-2-19-13-4-5. 

"Tim didn't say one word about picking different numbers. 

That was on Saturday. The next Wednesday I was watching the TV when ou 
r number was pulled, and you can't imagine my shock." 

"Yes I can," Alvirah told her. "I had cleaned for Mrs. O'Keefe the day we 
won, and let me tell you, she'd had all her grandchildren in the day before 
and the place was a mess. I was bone tired and soaking my feet when our num 
bers were pulled." 

"She kicked over the pail," Willy explained. "We spent our first ten minute 
s as multimillionaires mopping up the living room." 

"Then you do understand," Nelly sighed. She went on to explain that Tim had 
been out that night, working his occasional job as a bartender for Roxie th 
e caterer. Nelly had sat up waiting for him and to celebrate had made his f 
avorite dessert, a creme brlee. 

But when he got home, a tearful Tim handed her the ticket he was holding. 
It wasn't the numbers they always played. Every single one was different. 
"I decided to change our luck," Tim told her. 



"I thought I'd have a heart attack," Nelly said. "But he felt so terrible that I 
ended up telling him it didn't matter, that it just wasn't to be." 

"And I bet he ate the creme brulee," Alvirah snapped. 

"Every speck. He said every man should be so lucky as to have a wife like 
me. Then a few weeks after, he walked out on me and moved in with Roxie. 
He told me he'd fallen in love with her. That was a year ago. 

The divorce came through last month and he married Roxie three weeks ago 



"They'd announced that there were four winners of the eighteen-million-doll 
ar pot, and I didn't realize that one of them hadn't shown up to collect. 
Then last week, on the very last day before the ticket expired, Roxie, now 
the second Mrs. Tim Monahan, showed up at the redemption window and claimed 
she'd just happened to realize she had the fourth ticket, the ticket with 
the numbers Tim and I always played." 

"Tim was working for Roxie the night your number won, and he had the ticke 
t in his wallet?" Alvirah asked, to confirm her susplcon. 

"Yes, that's the point. He had big eyes for her all along and probably showed 
the ticket to her." 

"And she's a flirt who saw her big chance," Willy said. 

"That's disgusting." 

"If you want to know what disgusting is, I'll show you the picture of the tw 
o of them in the Post saying how lucky they were that Roxie happened to find 
her ticket," Nelly's voice quivered into a near sob. 

Then she got a flinty look in her eye, and her jaw moved out an inch. 

"It's not justice," she said. "There's a retired lawyer, Dennis O'Shea, liv 
ing down the hall from me, and I spoke to him about it. He did some research 
and learned that there are a couple of other cases on record where one spous 
e or the other pulled that scam and the court decided that the one holding th 
e ticket is the owner. He said that it was a disgrace and a horror and a ter 
rible shame, but legally I was out of luck." 



"How did you happen to go to a meeting of the Lottery Winners' Support Gr 
oup?'" Alvirah asked. 

"Dennis sent me. He'd read about all the people who lost all the money the 
y made on the lottery in bad investments and thought it might help me to be 
around kindred souls." 

Righteous wrath in her voice and a certain mulish expression around her mo 
uth, Nelly summed up her luckless saga. "Tim moved out on me faster than 
you can say abracadabra, and now the two of them will live the life of Rei 
lly while I move in with my cousin Margaret because I can't afford to stay 
where I am. 

Margaret only asked me to live with her because she likes my cooking. 

She talks so much I'll probably be stone deaf in a year." 

"There's got to be a way to help," Alvirah decreed. "Let me put on my thinki 
ng cap. I'll call you tomorrow." 

At nine o'clock the next morning, Nelly sat at the dinette table in her Stu 
yvesant Town apartment, enjoying a warm bagel and a cup of coffee. 

It may not be Central Park South, she thought, but it's a wonderful place t 
o live. Since Tim took off, she'd made little changes in the apartment. H 
e'd always insisted on keeping that big, ugly recliner of his right by the 
window, but since he'd taken it with him when he moved out, she'd rearrange 
d the rest of the furniture the way she'd always secretly wanted and then s 
he'd made bright new slipcovers for the couch and wing chair and bought a 1 
ovely hooked rug for next to nothing from neighbors who were moving. 

Looking now at the autumn sun streaming in, and seeing how cheerful and in 
viting the place was, she reflected on how more and more she'd come to rea 
lize that Tim had been a lifelong drag and that she really was better off 
without him. 

The trouble was that she couldn't make ends meet without his pitiful incom 
e, and try as she did, she couldn't find a job. Who wants to hire a sixty 
-two-year-old woman who can't use a computer? Answer: nobody. 

Margaret had already called this morning. "Why don't you give the apartmen 



t up on the first and save a month's rent? I'm having the back bedroom pai 
ntedforyou." 

How about the kitchen? Nelly wondered. I bet that's where you really exp 
ect me to spend my time. 

It was all so hopeless. Nelly took a sip of her excellent, freshbrewed coffee 
and sighed. 

Then Alvirah called. 

"We've got a plan," she said. "I want you to go and see Roxie and Tim and 
get them to admit they shafted you." 

"Why would they admit it?" 

"Get one of them mad enough to brag that they put one over on you. Do you 
think you can do that?" 

"Oh, I can get Roxie's goat," Nelly said. "When they got married last month 
, I found a picture of Tim at Jones Beach where he looks like a beached whal 
e and I had it framed and sent it to her. On it, I wrote, 'Congratulations 
and good riddance." 

" "I like you, Nelly," Alvirah chuckled. "You're a woman after my own hear 
t. Here's the plan. One way or another you're going to make a date to see 
them and you're going to wear an exact copy of my sunburst pin. My editor 
had a couple of extras made for me." 

"Alvirah, your pin looks valuable." 

"It's valuable because it has the recorder in it. You're going to turn it on 
, get them to admit that they cheated you, and then we're going to get your 1 
awyer friend, Dennis O'Shea, to sign a complaint to Matrimonial Court that yo 
u were cheated out of marital assets." 

A faint hope stirred in Nelly's ample bosom. "Alvirah, do you really think t 
here's a chance?" 

"It's about the only chance," Alvirah said quietly. 

For several minutes after getting off the phone, Nelly sat deep in thought 



. She remembered how a couple of years ago when Tim's mother was dying, t 
he old woman had asked him to tell the truth: Hadn't he been the one who s 
et the garage on fire when he was eight years old? 

He'd always denied it, but that day, seeing she was breathing her last, he 
broke down and confessed. I know how to get to him, Nelly thought as she r 
eached for the phone. 

Tim answered. When he heard her voice he sounded irritated. 

"Listen, Nelly, we're packing up to go to Florida for good, so what's up?" 

Nelly crossed her fingers. "Tim, I've got bad news. I don't have more than 
another month." And I don't, she thought. At least not in Stuyvesant Town 



Tim sounded at least somewhat concerned. "Nelly, that's too bad. Are you 
sure?" 

"Very sure." 

"I'll pray for you." 

"That's why I'm calling. I have to say I've had some pretty nasty thoughts a 
bout you in these weeks since Roxie turned in the lottery ticket." 

"It was her ticket." 

"I know." 

"I mean I used to tell her how we played those numbers and she tried them f 
or luck that week and I tried some other combination." 

"Her numbers?" 

"I forget," Tim said quickly. "Look, Nelly, I'm sorry, but we're leaving tom 
orrow, and the movers are coming in the morning. I've got a lot to do." 

"Tim, I have to see you. I'm trying to get my soul in readiness, and I've ha 
ted you and Roxie so much I have to see you face to face and talk to you. Ot 
herwise I'll never die in peace." More straight truth, Nelly thought. 



From the background, she heard a strident voice yell, "Tim, who the hell is t 
hat?" 

Tim lowered his voice and said quickly, "We're leaving on a noon plane tomor 
row. Be here at ten o'clock. But Nelly, I have to tell you. I can only sp 
are fifteen minutes." 

"That's all I want, Tim," Nelly said, her voice even softer than usual. 

She hung up the phone and dialed Alvirah. "He's giving me fifteen minutes 
tomorrow morning," she said. "Alvirah, I could kill him." 

"That won't do you any good," Alvirah said. "Come on over this afternoon 
and I'll show you how to work the pin." 

The next day at nine o'clock, Nelly was about to put on her coat when the do 
orbell rang. It was Dennis O'Shea, the nice retired lawyer who lived down t 
he hall in 8F. He'd moved there about six months ago. A number of times he 
'd fallen in step with her when they met at the elevator. He was on the sma 
11 side, maybe five seven or so, with a neat, compact build, kindly eyes beh 
ind frameless glasses, and a pleasant, intelligent face. 

He'd told her that his wife had died two years ago, and when he'd retired fr 
om the Legal Aid Society at age sixty-five, he decided to sell the house in 
Syosset and move back to the city. He split his time now between the apartm 
ent and his cottage on Cape Cod. 

Nelly could tell that, like her, Dennis had a strong sense of justice and di 
dn't like the underdog to be pushed around. That was why she'd had the cour 
age to ask him for advice when Roxie turned in the winning ticket. 

This morning, Dennis looked worried. "Nelly," he said, "are you sure you 
know how to turn on that recorder?" 

"Oh, sure, you just sort of run your hand over the fake diamond in the center 
Show me." 

She did. 

"Say something." 

"Go to hell, Tim. That's the spirit. Now play it back." 



She snapped the cassette out of the pin and put it in the machine Alvirah h 
ad also given her and then pushed the replay button. Nothing happened. 

"I guess you told your friend Alvirah Meehan about me," Dennis said. 

"She called a few minutes ago and explained what's going on. She said that 
you seemed to have trouble turning on the recorder." 

Nelly felt her fingers tremble. She hadn't been able to sleep all night. Her 
share of the winnings was just maybe, possibly within her grasp. But if this 
didn't work, it was all over. She hadn't shed one tear all this year, but ri 
ght now, looking at the concern on Dennis O'Shea's face, she felt her eyes fil 
1 up. "Show me what I'm doing wrong," she said. 

For the next ten minutes they tried turning the recorder on and off, saying a f 
ew words, then playing it back. The trick was to snap that little switch firml 
y. Finally Nelly said, "I have it. 

Thanks, Dennis." 

"My pleasure. Nelly, you get them on record saying they cheated you, and 
I'll have them in Matrimonial Court so fast they won't know what hit them. 



"But they're moving to Florida." 

"The lottery checks are issued in New York. Let me worry about that part of 
it." 

He waited with her at the elevator. "You know what bus to take." 

"It's not that far to Christopher Street. I'll walk at least one way." 

Alvirah had a busy morning. At eight she started vigorously cleaning the a 
Iready spotless apartment. At quarter to nine she had looked up Dennis O'S 
hea's phone number and called him, explaining her worry that Nelly might no 
t have the hang of using the recorder; then she got back to polishing the p 
olished. To Willy, it was an unmistakable sign that she was deeply concern 
ed. 

"What's eating you, honey?" he asked finally. 



"I have a bad feeling," she admitted. 

"You're afraid Nelly won't be able to handle the recorder?" 

"I'm worried about that, and I'm worried that she may not be able to get them 
to say a word, and most of all I'm worried that they tell her everything and 
she doesn't get it on tape." 

Nelly was meeting her ex-husband and Roxie at ten. At ten thirty Alvirah sat 
down and stared at the phone. At ten thirty-five it rang. 

It was Cordelia, looking for Willy. "One of our old girls has a leak in her 
kitchen ceiling," Cordelia said. "The whole apartment is starting to smell m 
ildewed. Send Willy right over." 

"Later, Cordelia. We're waiting for an important message." 

Alvirah knew there was no getting off without explaining the problem. 

"You should have told me before," Cordelia snapped. "I'll start praying." 

By noon Alvirah was a total wreck. She called Dennis O'Shea again. 

"Any word from Nelly?" 

"No. Mrs. Meehan, Nelly told me that Tim Monahan was only going to give 
her fifteen minutes." 

"I know.'" Finally, at twelve-fifteen, the phone rang. Alvirah grabbed it. 

"Hello." 

"Alvirah." It was Nelly. Alvirah tried to analyze the tone of her voice. 

Strained? No. Shocked. Yes, that's what it was. Shocked. Nelly sounded 
as though she was in a trance. 

"What happened?" Alvirah demanded. "Did they admit it?" 

"Yes. Did you get it on tape?" 



"No. " "Oh, that's terrible. I'm so sorry." 

"That's not the worst of it." 

"What do you mean, Nelly?" 

There was a long pause, then Nelly sighed. "Alvirah, Tim's dead. I shot hi 
m." 

Five hours later, Alvirah and Willy posted bond after Dennis O'Shea, Nelly' 
s self-appointed lawyer, pled her not guilty to charges of second-degree mu 
rder, first-degree manslaughter and carrying a concealed weapon. Nelly ros 
e from her trancelike lethargy only long enough to say in a surprised voice 
, "But I did kill him." 

They took her home. Half a Sara Lee crumb cake, neatly enveloped in plasti 
c, was on the kitchen counter. "Tim always loved that cake," Nelly said sa 
dly. "He looked awful today even before he died. I don't think Roxie cook 
ed much for him." 

Alvirah was feeling wretched. All this had been her big idea. 

Now Nelly was facing long years in prison. At her age that could mean the r 
est of her life. Yesterday Nelly had said that she could kill Tim. And I j 
oked about it, Alvirah thought. I told her that wouldn't do any good. I ne 
ver thought she meant it. How did she happen to have a gun? 

She put on the kettle. "I think we'd better talk," she said. 

"But first I'll make a nice strong cup of tea for you, Nelly." 

Nelly told her story in a flat, emotionless voice. "I decided to walk down 
to Christopher Street, to get my thoughts together, you know what I mean? I 
took the pin off and put it in my pocketbook. It's so pretty I was afraid 
I'd get mugged for it. Then on Tenth Street and Avenue B, I saw a couple of 
kids. They couldn't have been more than ten or eleven. Can you believe on 
e of them was showing the other a gun?" 

She stared ahead. "Let me tell you, I saw red. Those boys were not only pla 
ying hookey but treating that gun like a cap pistol. I marched up to them an 
d told them to hand it over." 



"You what?" Dennis O'Shea blinked. 

"The one who wasn't holding the gun said, 'Shoot her,' but I think the oth 
er kid must've thought I was an undercover cop or something," Nelly continu 
ed. "Anyhow, he looked scared and handed it to me. I told them that kids 
their age should be in school and should play stickball, the way boys did 
when we were growing up." 

Alvirah nodded. "So you had the gun with you when you went to see Tim 
and Roxie?" 

"I couldn't take time to turn it in at the police station. Tim was only giving 
me fifteen minutes. As it turned out, I didn't need more than ten." 

Alvirah saw that Willy was about to ask a question. She shook her head. It 
was obvious that Nelly was about to relive the scene in her mind. "All rig 
ht, Nelly," she said softly. "What happened when you were with them?" 

"I was a couple of minutes late. They're making a movie on Christopher St 
reet, and I had to push through a lot of people who were gawking at the act 
ors. The movers were just leaving when I got there. 

Roxie let me in. I don't think Tim had told her I was coming. Her mouth s 
ort of dropped open when she saw me. The living room was empty except for 
Tim's old recliner, and he was camped in it, as usual. 

Didn't even get up like a gentleman. Then Mrs. Tim Monahan the Second, bol 
d as brass, says to me, 'Get lost." 

"I was so nervous by then that I looked right at Tim and just blurted out eve 
rything I had rehearsed, that I only had a month left and that 1 wanted his f 
orgiveness for being so angry at him, that it didn't matter about the ticket, 
that I was glad he had someone to take care of him. 

But before I died, just like his mother, I wanted to hear the truth." 

"You told them that!" Willy exclaimed. 

"You're smart," Alvirah breathed. 

"Anyhow, Tim had a funny look on his face, like he was going to laugh, and h 
e said that it had been bothering him from the start. That yes, he had boug 



ht the winning ticket and switched it with Roxie and he had kept it in a saf 
e-deposit box at the bank on West Fourth Street until he took it out and gav 
e it to Roxie to cash in last month and he was sorry for my trouble and I wa 
s a fine, generous woman." 

"He admitted it just like that!" Alvirah said. 

"So fast that I almost collapsed, and he was laughing when he said it. 

Now I'm pretty sure that he was just making fun of me. I realized I didn't h 
ave the pin on and I opened my pocketbook and started to fumble for it and Ro 
xie yelled something about the gun and I took it out to explain and it went o 
ff and Tim went down like a load of blubber. And after that it's all vague. 
Roxie tried to grab the gun, and the next thing I knew I was in the police s 
tation." 

She reached for her cup. "So I guess I don't have to worry about keeping 
this apartment or about going to my cousin's in New Brunswick. 

Do you think they'll send me to the same prison where they keep that wom 
an who had her husband shot because she wanted to keep the dog when they 
were divorced?" 

She put the cup down and slowly stood up. As Alvirah and Willy and Denn 
is O'Shea watched, her face crumpled. "Oh my God," she said, "how could 
I have shot Tim?" 

Then she fainted. 

The next morning, Alvirah came back from visiting Nelly in the hospital. "T 
hey 're going to keep her for a few days," she told Willy. 

"It's just as well. The newspapers are having a field day. 

Take a look." She handed him the Post. The front page showed an hysteri 
cally weeping Roxie watching Tim's corpse being carried from the apartmen 
t. 

"According to this, Roxie claims that Nelly just showed up and started shoot 
ing." 

"We can testify that she had made an appointment with Tim," Willy said, "bu 



t Nelly did say that Roxie didn't seem to expect her." His forehead furrow 
ed as he considered the situation. 

"Dennis O'Shea phoned while you were out. He thinks it would be a good id 
ea to plea-bargain." 

Alvirah flicked a piece of lint from the sleeve of her smartly tailored pants 
uit. It was an outfit she usually enjoyed wearing. It was only a size 14 an 
d she could close the button at the waist of the slacks without too much yank 
ing. But today nothing could give her comfort. 

Nelly may have been cheated out of her lottery ticket, but I'm the one who ga 
ve her a ticket to prison, she thought. 

"I've been thinking that if I could possibly find those kids Nelly took the gu 
n from, it would at least prove that she didn't intend to go there with it. I 
made her describe them to me." 

The thought of action brought a little relief. "I'd better change into some o 
Id duds so I can just hang around. That isn't a great neighborhood." 

An hour later, wearing ancient jeans, a tired Mickey Mouse sweatshirt, and 
her sunburst pin, Alvirah took up her vigil on the comer of Avenue B and T 
enth Street. The boys Nelly had described were about ten or eleven yeats o 
Id. One was shott and thin with curly hair and brown eyes, the other was t 
aller and heavyset. They both had duck haircuts and wore gold chains and a 
n earring. 

The odds of just running into them were small, and after thirty minutes Alvi 
rah began to systematically work her way through the neighborhood stores. S 
he bought a newspaper in one, two apples in another, aspirin in the drugstor 
e. In each place she began a conversation. It was with the shoemaker that 
she finally hit pay dirt. 

"Sure I know those two. The little guy is big trouble. The other isn't a ba 
d kid. They usually hang around that comer." He pointed out the window. " 
This moming the cops were picking up truants and taking them back to school, 
so I guess they won't be here till three o'clock." 

Delighted with the information, Alvirah rewarded the shoemaker by purchasin 
g an assortment of polishes, none of which she needed. As he slowly counte 
d out change, he explained that he'd dropped and stepped on his reading gla 



sses, but that at a distance he could see a gnat sneeze. Then, glancing pa 
St her, he exclaimed, "There are the kids you're looking for." He pointed 
across the street. "They musta sneaked out of school again." 

Alvirah spun around. "Forget about the change," she called as she dashed out 
of the store. 

An hour later she dejectedly related to Willy and Dennis O'Shea what had ha 
ppened. "When I talked to them, they'd just seen Nelly's picture in the Po 
St and recognized her. Those little skunks were on their way to the police 
station to report that Nelly came up to them and asked where she could buy 
a gun because she needed one right away and offered them a hundred bucks. 

They claim they didn't know where to get one but later some other kid bragg 
ed about selling one to her." 

"That's a damn lie," Dennis said flatly. "Just before Nelly left her apartmen 
t yesterday morning she checked her wallet. I couldn't help but notice she di 
dn't have more than three or four dollars in it. Why would those kids lie lik 
e that?" 

"Because Nelly took their gun away," Alvirah told him, "and this is their c 
hance to get even." She realized she did not know why Dennis had been sitt 
ing in the living room talking to Willy when she arrived home. 

But when he told her the reason, she was sorry she'd asked. 

The autopsy was complete. One bullet had grazed Tim's forehead. The other 
two had lodged in his heart, and from the angle of entry it was clear they'd 
been fired after he was lying on the floor. The district attorney had call 
ed Dennis to tell him the plea bargain was now first-degree aggravated mansl 
aughter with a minimum of fifteen years in prison. Take it or leave it. "A 
nd when I spoke to him he hadn't heard from those kids," Dennis concluded. 

"Does Nelly know about this yet?" Alvirah asked. 

"I saw her this morning just after you left. She intends to check out of the 
hospital tomorrow and get her affairs in order. She said she has to pay for h 
er crime." 

"I kind of hate to bring this up," Willy offered "but is it possible that Nel 
ly did buy the gun and was mad enough to mean to kill Tim?" 



"She pointed the gun at his heart when he was on the floor?" 

Alvirah exclaimed. "I can't believe it." 

"I don't think she did it deliberately," O'Shea agreed. "But she did kill him. 
Her prints are on the gun." He got up. "I'd better call and get the plea barg 
ain in motion. I'll see if they'll give Nelly a little time before she has to s 
tart serving her sentence." 

"He likes Nelly" Willy observed when he'd let Dennis O'Shea out. 

"He's the kind of man she should have been with all these years," Alvirah ag 
reed. Suddenly she felt old and tired. I'm just a meddling fool, she thoug 
ht. Once again she could hear herself advising Nelly to go see Tim. And sh 
e could also hear Nelly saying, "I could kill him." 

Willy patted her hand, and she looked up at him gratefully. He was her be 
st friend as well as the best husband in the world. Poor Nelly had put up 
with a guy who couldn't hold a job, who fought with everyone, who drank t 
00 much, and who was the size of a beached whale. 

Why the heck did Roxie marry him? 

For the ticket, of course. 

That night Alvirah could not sleep. Over and over she considered every singl 
e detail, and it all added up to one thing: fifteen years in prison for Nelly 
Monahan. Finally, at two o'clock, she got out of bed, being careful not to 
disturb Willy, who was clearly in the second stage of sleep. A few minutes 1 
ater, armed with a steaming pot of tea, she sat at the dining table and playe 
d back the recording she had made of the first meeting with Nelly and then he 
r confession after they bailed her out. 

She was missing something. What was it? She got up, went to the desk, got 
a spiral notebook and pen, returned to the table and rewound the tape. Then 
as she played it back, she took notes. 

When he got up at seven o'clock, Willy found her poring over her notes. 

He knew what she was doing. He put on the kettle and settled at the table a 
cross from her. "Can't figure out what you're missing," he commented. "Let 



me take a look." 

A half hour passed. And then Willy said, "I can't see anything. 

But reading about Tim's recliner makes me think of old Buster Kelly. 

Remember he had a recliner too. Even insisted on moving it into the nursi 
ng home with him." 

"Willy, say that again." 

"Buster Kelly insisted on moving his recliner-" "Willy, that's it. 

Tim was sitting in his recliner when Nelly went to the apartment." 

Alvirah reached across the table and grabbed her notebook. "Look. 

Nelly says that the moving men were just pulling away when she got there. 
Why didn't the recliner go with them?" She jumped up. "Willy, don't you 

see? 

Tim had a reason for telling Nelly he'd cheated her. I bet you anything Roxie 
had just told him to go stuff it. She stuck with him until he handed her the 
lottery ticket and she turned it in. 

Then she didn't need him anymore." 

The more she said, the surer Alvirah was that she'd hit the nail on the head 
. Her voice rose in excitement as she continued. "Tim was trying to keep 
Nelly from claiming a share in the ticket and never thought that Roxie would 
double-cross him. I'll bet her telling those moving men to leave the recti 
ner was the first notice he'd gotten that Roxie was going to dump him." 

"And by admitting to Nelly that he'd cheated her, he thought he'd get the ti 
cket back and have half the money. It makes sense," Willy agreed. 

"Nelly didn't kill Tim. That first bullet just grazed his forehead. 

Roxie didn't grab her hand to take the gun away but to aim it at Tim." 

They stared at each other. Willy's eyes shone with admiration. 



"Smartest redhead in the world," he said. "There's just one problem, honey. 
How are you going to prove it?" 

How was she going to prove it? Alvirah made a list of where to start. 

She wanted to talk to the movers who had cleared out Roxie's apartment. 

Tim had told Nelly that he'd kept the lottery ticket in a safe-deposit box i 
n a bank around the comer from Christopher Street. She wanted to find it a 
nd see when he took out the box and whose name was on it. 

Finally she wanted to talk to the superintendent of the building where Roxie 
and Tim had their little love nest. 

Yet even as her brain busily worked away, it was with an overriding sense t 
hat she was spinning wheels. The fact remained that it would be almost imp 
ossible to prove that Roxie had guided Nelly's hand. 

At nine o'clock she called Charley Evans at the Globe, and explained her n 
eeds. At ten he called back. Stalwart Van company had picked up the cont 
ents of Roxie and Tim's apartment, he reported. The three guys assigned t 
o the job were working on East Fiftieth Street today. The Greenwich Savin 
gs Bank on West Fourth had a safe-deposit box in the name of Timothy Monah 
an. 

He rented it last year and closed it out three weeks ago. "They're willing to 
talk to you." 

Alvirah wrote swiftly, said, "Charley, you're a doll," then hung up and turne 
d to Willy. "Come on, honey." 

Their first stop was at East Fiftieth Street, where the Stalwart Van movers 
were dismantling an apartment. They hung around the van until the three ret 
umed, struggling under the weight of a nine-foot breakfront. 

Alvirah waited until they hoisted it into the cavelike back of the truck, then 
introduced herself. "I won't take a minute of your time, but it's important 
I ask a few questions." Willy opened his wallet and displayed three twenty-d 
oUar bills. 

They cheerfully explained that Tim hadn't been in the apartment when they got 
there. In fact, when he did come back just before ten, they could tell he w 



asn't expected. Roxie had yelled, "I told you to get a haircut. You look li 
ke a slob." 

The burly mover chuckled. "Then he said something about having an appointm 
ent at ten that he didn't think she'd like, and she said, 'What appointment, 
to fix yourself a drink?" " "We were on the way out the door and the guy 
yelled for us to come back and get his recliner and the wife told us to just 
get going," the smallest mover, the one who had carried the heaviest part o 
f the breakfront, volunteered. 

"And in court it wouldn't prove anything," Willy reminded Alvirah an hour 
later when they left the Greenwich Savings Bank, having confirmed that Tim 
Monahan rented the safedeposit box a year ago, the morning after the disp 
uted winning ticket was drawn, and visited it only once, the day he gave i 
t up three weeks ago. That day he'd been accompanied by a flashylooking w 
Oman. The clerk identified Roxie's picture. 

"That's the one." "He went into the vault and gave up that safe-deposit box h 
alf an hour before they showed up at the clerk's office to turn in the ticket,' 
' Alvirah said, every inch of her throbbing with frustration. 

"I know they did," Willy agreed, "but-" "But legally it doesn't prove anyth 
ing. Oh, Willy, it may not do any good, but let's try to get a look at the 
apartment they lived in." They turned the comer and were treated to a crow 
d of spectators pressing against stanchions as they watched Tom Cruise catch 
up with a fleeing Demi Moore and spin her around. 

"Nelly said they were filming a scene here the other day," Alvirah commented 
. "Well, we've got better things to do than gawk.'" She was at the door of 
lol Christopher Street when a familiar voice yelled, "Aunt Alvirah." 

She and Willy spun around as a thin young man with halfglasses on the end 
of his nose expertly made his way to them. 

"Brian, as I live and breathe." 

Brian was the son of Willy's deceased sister, Madaline. Now a successful p 
laywright, to Willy and Alvirah he was the son they never had. 

"I thought you were in London," Alvirah said as she hugged him. 

"I thought you were in Greece. I just got back, and they wanted some addition 



al dialogue. I wrote the screenplay for this epic." He nodded to the cameras 
down the street. "Look, I've got to get back over there. I'll catch you lat 
er." 

An overhead camera anchored to a van was being positioned down the block. 
Subconsciously Alvirah made note of it as she rang the superintendent's bel 
1 at lol. 

Ten minutes later she and Willy were being shown the threebedroom apartme 
nt where the late Tim Monahan had breathed his last. "You're in luck," t 
he superintendent informed them. 

"Roxie just called yesterday to say she didn't want the apartment anymore, 
so nobody knows it's available. And you're the kind of tenants the managem 
ent wants," he added virtuously as he thought of Alvirah's check for a thou 
sand dollars nestled in his hip pocket. 

"You mean she wasn't going to give it up when she moved to Florida?" 

"No. She said it might be needed, but she'd switched it to Tim's name." 

The late Tim Monahan's battered recliner caught the morning sun. The rest 
of the room was empty. The remains of the chalk marks on the floor the pol 
ice had made to indicate where Tim's body had lain were still visible. 

A shadow passed over the chair. Startled, Alvirah turned and was treated to 
the sight of the Mirage Films van with the camera passing outside. "That's i 
t," she said. 

The next morning, Nelly Monahan sat on a chair in her room in Lenox Hill Hos 
pital, waiting to be discharged. On her lap she had a lined pad on which sh 
e was making notes of everything she had to do before she went to prison. A 

saddened Dennis O'Shea had told her that the district attorney would only 1 
et her plead guilty to a lesser offense if she would accept fifteen years in 

prison without the possibility of parole. 

"It's only justice," she'd told him quietly. "I must pay for what I did." T 
hen when he took her hand, she'd winced. Her wrist was sore, probably becaus 
e Roxie had tried so hard to wrestle the gun from her, and there was a scrape 
on her index finger from where she'd scratched it trying to turn on the reco 
rder in the pin. 



Then Dennis said he thought they should go to trial and he'd represent her, but 
she said it wouldn't be right for her to get off. 

She had taken a life. 

"Give up apartment," Nelly wrote now. "Turn off phone." 

She looked up. A smartly dressed Alvirah was at the door. 

"You look nice, Alvirah," she said admiringly. "Do you know what color the 
prison uniforms are? It's funny. Last night I was just lying awake thinking 
about things like that." 

"Don't worry about prison uniforms," Alvirah told her. "It ain't over till 
it's over. Now I'm going to take you home in a taxi, and I called Dennis and 

said you are not, repeat, not going near the district attorney's office or s 
igning anything until I put my plan in action, starting with interviewing the 

heartbroken widow of the late Tim Monahan." 

Roxie Marsh Monahan debated about what to wear for her meeting with Alvira 
h Meehan. It was exciting to think of having a whole article written abou 
t her in the Globe. She'd loved the story in the Post but was sorry she h 
adn't had her hair done Monday the way she'd planned. 

It had looked a little stringy in the picture of her watching Tim's body bein 
g carried out. But on the other hand, she'd been crying hysterically, so may 
be it was better that her hair was going every which way. Kind of rounded ou 
t the effect. 

She glanced around. The junior suite in the Omni Park Hotel was very attract 
ive. She'd rented it the day of the shooting. The district attorney's offic 
e had asked her to stay in New York for a short time while all the facts of t 
he case were settled. They'd told her that Nelly was undoubtedly going to co 
p a plea, so there wouldn't be any trial. 

Roxie decided that in a way she'd miss New York, but she loved golf and in 
Florida could play it every day without worrying about rattling dishes for 
some dreary party. Catering was hell. 

God, she didn't think she'd ever cook so much as a string bean for herself ag 
ain. 



She smiled. She'd been wrapped in a warm glow of anticipation ever since t 
hat dumb bunny Tim had handed her the ticket just as they went into the lot 
tery office. Actually, Tim wasn't so dumb. 

That first night when he'd showed her the winning ticket she'd offered to ho 
Id it for him. No way, he'd told her. He wanted to make sure that they wer 
e really compatible. 

She'd been stuck with having to look at that dopey face every day, listen to 
him snore at night, see him plopped in that shabby recliner with a beer in 
his hand, act happy when he slobbered all over her with clumsy kisses. She' 
d earned every nickel of two hundred thousand or so bucks less taxes she had 
coming in each year for the next twenty years. 

She held up the two black suits she'd bought in Annie Sez yesterday. 

One had gold buttons. The other, sequin lapels. Gold buttons it would be. 
The sequins looked a little too festive. Roxie dressed, put on her customary 
bangles and turquoise rings. She knew she didn't look fifty-three. She kne 
w that with her blond hair and snazzy figure, she was still very attractive. 
And now she could afford to stay that way. 

It all added up to catching a really interesting guy. 

Thank you, Tim Monahan. Thank you, Nelly Monahan. Incredible the way I s 
natched victory from the jaws of defeat, Roxie exulted. Her one blunder h 
ad been to tell Tim the truth when he saw that the movers were leaving and 
his recliner was still squatting in the living room. She should have blu 
ffed it out somehow. She certainly would have kept her mouth shut if she' 
d known that Nelly Monahan would ring the doorbell seconds after she told 
Tim to jump in the lake, that he wasn't going with her. 

As Roxie reshaped her lips, the phone rang. Alvirah Meehan was in the lob 
by. 

"Our angle is to talk about how the winning lottery ticket has led to such t 
ragedy for you," Alvirah sympathized as she sat opposite Roxie a few minutes 
later. 

Roxie dabbed at her eyes. "I'm sorry I ever found it in my makeup drawer. I 
came across it under a box of Q-tips and I'd just read an article about how 
a lot of people don't realize they have a winning ticket and never know they 



might have been millionaires and the number to call was listed, so I laughed 
and I said to Tim, 'Wouldn't it be a gasser if this was a lucky ticket?" 

" Alvirah turned slightly so that the recorder in her sunburst pin wouldn't 
miss a word. "And what did he say?" 

"Oh, that silly darling said, 'Don't waste the phone call unless it's an eight 
hundred number." 

" Roxie squeezed tears from her eyes. "I'm sorry now I did." 

"You'd rather be catering, wouldn't you?" 

"Yes," Roxie sobbed. "Yes." 



Alvirah never used vulgar language, but a familiar vulgarity almost escaped 

her lips. Instead, through gritted teeth, she managed to say, "I have just 

a few more questions and then our photographer wants to take some pictures." 



Roxie's sobs ended abruptly. "Let me check my makeup." 

Mel Levine, the top photographer from the Globe, had his marching orders: 
Get good close-ups of her hands. 

Willy's oldest living sibling. Sister Cordelia, did not like to be left out 
of anything. Knowing that Alvirah was involved with Nelly Monahan, the wo 
man who had shot her ex-husband in the presence of his second wife, made Co 
rdella decide to pay an unannounced visit to Central Park South. 

Accompanied by Sister Maeve Marie, a young policewoman turned novice. Cor 
della had arrived at the apartment and was ensconced in the wing chair in 
the living room when Alvirah arrived home. Since the chair was upholste 
red in handsome crimson velvet and Cordelia still wore an ankle-length ha 
bit and short veil, Alvirah had the immediate and familiar thought that i 
f a woman pope were ever elected, she would look like Cordelia. 

"Cordelia just dropped by," Willy explained, his right eyebrow lifted. 

That was a signal he hadn't brought Cordelia up to date on their plans. 

"I hope it's not an inconvenience, Alvirah," Sister Maeve Marie apologized. 



"Sister Superior felt you might need our help." Maeve had the slender, di 
sciplined body of an athlete. Her face, dominated by wide gray eyes, was st 
rikingly handsome. 

Like Willy's, her expression was saying, "Sorry, Alvirah, but you know Cord 
ella." 

"So what's going on?" Cordelia asked, getting straight to the point. 

Alvirah knew there was absolutely no other choice than to tell her the truth, 
the whole truth and nothing but the truth. She sank down on the couch, wishin 
g she'd had time for a peaceful cup of tea with Willy before the visit. "We h 
ave to get Nelly off. It's my fault that she went to see Tim, and I can't let 
her spend the rest of her life in prison." 

Cordelia nodded. "So what are you going to do about it?" 

"Something you may not like. Brian wrote a screenplay for Mirage Films." 

"I know that. I hope he can trust them not to put a lot of smut in it. 

What's that got to do with Nelly Monahan, poor soul?" 

"The day of the shooting. Mirage was filming a scene right outside the bui 
Iding where Roxie and Tim Monahan lived. We're going to try to make Roxie 
believe that the camera caught her twisting Nelly's hand and pointing the 
gun at Tim." 

"You're going to fake it?" Cordelia exploded. 

"Exactly. Brian got the producer to agree to cooperate. Mel, the Globe phot 
ographer, took a lot of pictures of Roxie today. 

Besides that, we have pictures of her when Tim's body was being carried out. 
We've got to find a model who in a blurry long shot resembles Roxie. We'l 
1 dress her in the same kind of striped pantsuit Roxie was wearing and do a 
close-up of her grabbing Nelly's hand. I still have to talk Nelly into this 
, but I'll manage it." 

Willy gave her an encouraging nod and continued the explanation. 

"Cordelia, we've already put a deposit on the apartment. 



The only furniture in the room was Tim's recliner, and it's still there. The ch 
alk marks where the body was lying are visible. I'll take Tim's part. I mean I 
'11 stretch out on the floor by the recliner. 

Nelly said Tim was wearing a gray sweat suit and moccasins." 

Sister Maeve Marie's eyes were snapping with excitement. 

"When I was a cop we called that 'testalying." I love it." 

Willy looked at Cordelia. He knew Alvirah had every intention of carrying 
out her scheme. Even so, it would help if Cordelia wouldn't try to throw 
a monkey wrench in the plans. Alvirah was worried enough about having se 

t up the scheme that got Nelly in so much trouble. When Cordelia didn't a 

pprove of a course of action, she had an uncanny way of convincing you it 

was destined for failure. 

Cordelia frowned momentarily, then her brow cleared. "God writes straight 
in crooked lines," she said. "When are we going to film?" 

Alvirah felt a wave of relief. "As soon as possible. We've got to find a 
n actress who can impersonate Roxie." As she spoke she was looking at Sist 
er Maeve Marie. Like Roxie, Maeve was tall and had a good figure. Like Ro 
xie, her hands were well shaped with long fingers. 

"I'm very glad you two came," she said heartily. 

Two days later they were ready to close the trap. In the Christopher Stre 

et apartment where Tim Monahan had gone to his Maker, Brian was directing 

the action. 

"Uncle Willy, just lie down there. We had to erase the chalk marks, but we p 
enciled in the outline." 

Obediently Willy stretched out by the recliner. 

Brian and the cameraman stepped outside, and Brian peered through the lens, 
then consulted the picture of the dead Tim that the editor at the Globe ha 
d managed to get copied by bribing an aide in the medical examiner's office 



"You don't look fat enough," Brian decreed. 

"Good news," Willy mumbled. 

The problem was solved when Brian took off his sweater and stuffed it under 
Willy's sweatshirt. 

Nelly was standing in the comer. She was wearing the blue suit and print b 
louse she'd worn when she visited Tim and Roxie. In her purse she was carry 
ing a gun that looked just like the one that she had taken from the boys the 
other day. 

Only four days ago, she thought. It doesn't seem possible. She peeked ov 
er at Dennis O'Shea, who gave her an encouraging smile. Then she glanced 
at Sister Maeve, who looked unnervingly like Roxie. She had on a blond wi 
g and an exact copy of the striped suit Roxie had been wearing when she be 
came the widow Monahan. An outsized turquoise ring reached the knuckle of 
her index finger. Acrylic blood-red fingernails accentuated her long fin 
gers, and wrinkles and liver spots had been painted on the backs of her ha 
nds. Just like Roxie, Nelly thought with a touch of satisfaction as she g 
lanced down at her own smooth skin. 

Sister Cordelia was watching the proceedings with her arms folded. She rem 
inded Nelly of the nuns she'd had in parochial school. 

Brian asked if she was ready. When she nodded that she was, he said, "Then 
go to the door, Nelly. Try to do everything just as you did it the other da 

y-" 

She looked at Willy. "Then you can't be dead yet." 

As he struggled to his feet, she went to the door. "Roxie let me in," she e 
xplained. "Tim was sitting in his chair. I could tell he was very upset, bu 
1 1 thought it was at me or maybe even because I had told him about being ter 
minal. Anyhow, I just walked past Roxie and went over to him and just blurte 
d out that I wanted the truth before I died ..." 

"Do it," Brian ordered. "Maeve, you go to the door." 

Nelly had rehearsed the speech she made to Tim so much that it wasn't hard t 
o stand over the recliner and deliver it again. It wasn't hard to superimpo 
se Tim's face over Willy's. But Willy looked concerned. 



"You should start smiling," she instructed. "It was very mean of you, and 
you shouldn't have smiled when I told you 1 was dying." 

Oh my God, Alvirah thought. Maybe I'm barking up the wrong tree. 

"But then I forgave you because right away you admitted that you'd switched 
the ticket." Nelly opened her purse. "And I almost fainted because I rem 
embered I didn't have the sunburst pin on and I opened my purse and started 
fumbling in it like this and Roxie saw the gun." She paused. "Wait a min 
ute. Roxie was yelling at Tim to shut up, but when she opened the door for 
me, she had just said something else to him." 

"It's not important," Brian said quickly. "We're not doing audio." 

Nelly felt as though she were watching the replay of a videotape. It was al 
1 coming back. She grabbed the pin at the bottom of her purse and, like an 
echo, she could hear Roxie scream about the gun. 

"I let go of the pin and grabbed the gun and pulled it out and tried to show i 
t to her. Tim jumped up. The gun went off. Tim yelled... 

what did he yell... 'Nelly, don't go wacko. We'll split the ticket." Then he d 
ove for the floor." 

He dove for the floor, Alvirah thought. He didn't fall. He dove. 

It was all clear to Nelly. She thought she'd shot him and started to faint, th 
en felt a hand close on hers, her wrist being wrenched. 

That's why my wrist hurts. That's the way it happened. I'm sure of it now. 

But Tim had said something else, she thought. What was it? 

... Roxie, he said something to Roxie. 

She felt Sister Maeve twist her hand and point the gun down at Willy, now ac 
ting out his part on the floor. That was when I fainted. 

She let her knees cave in and sank to the floor. 

"That was very good, Nelly," Brian said. "I can't believe we did it on a first 



take, but I think we have it. We'll just play it back to be sure, then hope t 
o God Roxie won't see through the trick." 

Nelly sat up. She reached for her purse and dug in it for the pin, which she 
had failed to return to Alvirah. "I wonder," she said. 

Alvirah experienced that wonderful moment when instinctively she knew som 
ething important was about to happen. "What is it, Nelly?" she asked. 

"Just now it was as though I was hearing Dennis teaching me how to turn on th 
e pin. He told me that I had to give it a hard snap with this finger." She 
held up the index finger of her right hand. 

"And that finger has been bothering me since I was here the other day. 

Do you think I might have turned on the recorder just before I tried to show 
Roxie the gun? I never checked it. Do you think it might have picked up T 
im's voice pleading for his life?" 

"Saints preserve us," Cordelia breathed. 

The switch of the recorder in the pin Alvirah had given Nelly was still in t 
he On position. The battery was dead, of course, but Alvirah expertly took 
out the tiny cassette, switched it to her pocket machine, rewound it and pus 
hed the playback button. 

Cordelia's lips moved in silent prayer as Alvirah turned it on. 

The sound began immediately. A shot, Tim's voice telling Nelly not to go wa 
cko. Nelly saying, "Oh my, oh my. Oh, I'm sorry," then a harsh voice, Rox 
ie's voice, "Tim, you bastard." 

And finally Tim's pleading, "Roxie, don't. Roxie, don't shoot me!" 

Alvirah felt Willy's arm around her. "You've done it again, honey." 

Two nights later, Nelly insisted on cooking the celebration dinner for the 
six of them: Alvirah and Willy, Sisters Cordelia and Maeve Marie, and Denni 
s and herself. 

As a former policewoman, Maeve had insisted that, with the weight of evide 
nee, the district attorney should be brought in on the scam, and one of hi 



s best undercover agents, posing as the cameraman who'd captured the shoot 
ing, had contacted Roxie. 

When Roxie saw the videotape and heard Tim's voice pleading with her not to 
shoot him, she'd immediately offered the undercover agent whatever he want 
ed to sell it to her. Then, under his skillful questioning, she admitted e 
very thing. Now Roxie was under indictment and Nelly was vindicated and dec 
tared the rightful owner of the lottery ticket. 

Dennis had brought champagne. With moist eyes, Nelly acknowledged their t 
oast and then raised one of her own. "To all of you and to Brian. I'm so 
rry he has to be in Hollywood tonight, what with the earthquakes and every 
thing." 

"It's all so unbelievable," she said a few minutes later as she watched Denn 
is carve the succulent saddle of lamb she'd prepared with her own special re 
cipe. The rest of the meal consisted of tomato-and-onion salad, mashed pota 
toes, crisp green beans, flaky biscuits, mint jelly, warm apple pie and coff 
ee. 

Nelly beamed as she accepted their compliments. 

At nine o'clock Cordelia and Maeve got up to go. "Willy, I'll see you first 
thing in the morning," Cordelia ordered. "Bring your toolbox. 

I've got a bunch of jobs for you." "We're ready to go, too. We'll drop you of 
f," Willy told her. 

"I'm not setting foot out of here until I help Nelly clean up," Alvirah announ 
ced firmly, then felt Willy's shoe tap hers. 

She turned, following his gaze. Nelly and Dennis were smiling into each oth 
er's eyes. 

"It's time to go home, honey," Willy said firmly as he put his hands on the b 
ack of her chair. 

Alvirah. Come at once. I need you desperately ! " 

Alvirah's eyes snapped open. In a split second she emerged from a comfort 
able dream in which she was at a state dinner at the White House to the re 
ality of being awakened at three in the morning by a pealing telephone, fo 



Uowed by the panicky voice of Baroness Min von Schreiber. 

"Min, what's wrong?" she cried. 

Willy grunted awake beside her. "Honey, what's the matter?" he mumbled. 



Alvirah laid a soothing hand across his lips. "Sshhh." Then she repeated, 
"Min, what's wrong?" 

Min's tragic groan rushed across the continent from the Cypress Point Spa i 

n Pebble Beach, California, to the luxury apartment on Central Park South. 

"We are going to be ruined. There is a jewel thief among the guests. Mrs 

. Hay ward's diamonds have disappeared from the wall safe in her cottage." 

"Saints preserve us," Alvirah said. "What is Scott doing about it?" 

Scott Alshome, the sheriff of Monterey County, had befriended Alvirah when 
she helped solve a murder at the spa a few years earlier. 

"Oh, dear me, it's so complicated. We cannot call Scott," Min said, her vo 
ice uneven. "Nadine Hayward is hysterical. She doesn't dare admit to her 
husband that the insurance lapsed on the diamonds. She persuaded him to gi 
ve the handling of their personal insurance policies to her son by her firs 
t marriage so he'd get the commission, and he gambled the premium check awa 
y. The insurance company would be responsible because her son was their ag 
ent, but then he would be prosecuted, and she can't bring herself to file a 
claim and have him sent to prison. So she has some wild idea of having pa 
ste copies made of the diamonds to fool her husband." 

By now Alvirah was fully awake. "Having paste copies worked in "The Nee 
klace" by de Maupassant. I wonder if Mrs. Hayward has read it." 

"De MOWpassant, not de MOPpassant," Min corrected. Then she sighed heavily. 

"Alvirah, it is ridiculous to let allyone get away with stealing four mill 
ion dollars' worth of jewelry. We can't just ignore this. Another theft co 
uld occur. You must rush here. I need you. 

You must take charge of identifying the culprit. 

As my guest, of course. And bring Willy. He could use the exercise classes 
. I shall assign him a personal trainer.'" Fifteen hours later the limousin 



e carrying Willy and Alvirah passed the Pebble Beach Club, then the estates 
lining Shore Drive. It rounded the bend, passing the tree that gave the Cyp 
ress Point Spa its name. Driving through the ornate iron gates of the spa, 
the car wound its way toward the main house, a rambling three-story ivory st 
ucco mansion with pale blue shutters. Even though she was exhausted, Alvira 
h's eyes were snapping with anticipation. 

"I love this place," she told Willy. "I hope Min gave us Tranquility. 

It's my favorite cottage. I remember the first time I came here. It was ri 
ght after we won the lottery, and the prospect of spending a week hobnobbing 
with all the celebrities made me think I'd died and gone to heaven." 

"I know, honey," Willy said. 

"It was the beginning of finding out how the other half lives. 

What a lesson! Why—" Alvirah stopped suddenly, realizing she'd been about 
to remind Willy that when she'd helped to solve a murder at the spa, she'd a 
Imost gotten herself killed doing it. 

It was obvious Willy remembered. He put his hand over hers and said, "Hon 
ey, I don't want you to get yourself in trouble worrying about somebody's 
lost jewelry." 

"I won't. It will be fun to help out, though. It's been too quiet lately. Oh, 1 
ook, there's Min." 

The car had pulled up to the front door. Min came sweeping down the steps 
to greet them, her arms outstretched. She was wearing a blue linen dress t 
hat clung to her full but excellent figure. Her hair, not a shade differen 
t than it must have been twenty years ago, was twirled in an elaborate Fren 
ch twist. She was wearing pearl and gold earrings and a matching necklace; 
as always, she looked as though she had stepped out of a page in Vogue. 

"And to think she's five years older than me," Alvirah muttered in awe. 

Behind Min, a stately Baron Helmut von Schreiber descended, his military car 
riage making him seem taller than his five feet seven. His perfectly trimme 
d goatee drifted a bit in the breeze as his welcoming smile revealed perfect 
teeth. Only the crinkles around his blue-gray eyes hinted that he was in h 
is early fifties. 



The chauffeur hopped out to open the door, but Min beat him to it. 

"You are true friends," she gushed, her arms open to embrace them. 

Suddenly she stopped and stared. "Alvirah, where did you buy that suit? It 
is well cut, but you must not wear beige. 

It washes you out." Then she stopped again, shaking her head this time. "Oh, 
but all of that will wait." 

The chauffeur was directed to take the luggage to Tranquility cottage. 

"A maid will unpack for you," Min informed them. "We must talk." 

Obediently they followed her up to her sumptuous office on the second floor 
of the mansion. Helmut closed the door and went over to the sideboard. " 
Iced tea, beer, something stronger?" he asked. 

Alvirah always was tickled by the fact that absolutely no liquor was allowed 
on the premises of Cypress Point Spa-except in Min and Helmut's private qu 
arters. She opted for iced tea. Willy looked pathetically grateful at the 
thought of a beer. Really, she thought, it had been mean to roust him out o 
f bed in the middle of the night, but it was the only way they could make th 
e nine o'clock flight. 

Even then, they hadn't been able to get in first class, and each of them was 
squeezed into a middle seat, between other people. 

Willy's first words when they got off the plane were, "Honey, I didn't know 
how much I'd gotten used to the good life.'" Sipping the iced tea, Alvirah 
got right to the point. "Min, exactly what happened? When was the robber 
y discovered?" 

"Late yesterday afternoon. Nadine Hayward arrived on Saturday, so she'd bee 
n here three days. Her husband is staying at their condo in the Pebble Beac 
h Club. He's in a golf tournament there. They're going on to San Francisco 
for a charity ball, so Nadine brought all her best jewelry and put it in th 
e wall safe in her cottage." 

"She's been here before?" Alvirah asked. 



"Regularly. Ever since she married Cotter Hayward, she comes to the spa wh 
enever he's in one of his tournaments. He's a fine amateur golfer." 

Alvirah frowned. "That's what's been throwing me. There was another wo 
man named Hayward one of the times I was here— a couple of years ago. 

She was Mrs. Cotter Hayward too." 

"That was the first wife, Elyse. She still visits the spa, but usually not a 
t the same time as Nadine. Even though she loathes Cotter, she was not happy 
about being replaced, especially since she unfortunately introduced the new 
wife to him." 

"They fell in love under this roof," Helmut said with a sigh. 

"These things happen. But to complicate matters, Elyse is also a guest this 
week." 

"Wait a minute," Alvirah said. "You mean to tell me that Elyse and Nadine 
are both here?" 

"That's exactly it. Naturally we have placed them at tables distant from ea 
ch other in the dining room and arranged their schedules so they should neve 
r be in the same exercise classes." 

"Alvirah, honey, I think you're getting off the subject," Willy suggested. 
"Why don't you stick to finding out about the robbery and then maybe we can 
go over to the cottage and catch a nap?" 

"Oh, Willy, I'm sorry." Alvirah shook her head. "I'm so inconsiderate. W 
illy needs more sleep than I do, and he couldn't close an eye on the plane. 
His seat was between two kids who were playing checkers on his tray table. 
The parents wouldn't let them sit together because they fight so much." 

"Why didn't the parents sit with them?" Min asked. 

"They had their hands full with three-year-old twins, and you know how go 
od hearted Willy is.'" "The robbery," Willy prompted. 

"This is what happened," Min said. "At five o'clock Nadine had gone to the 
salon to have her hair recombed. She got back to Repose cottage at ten minu 
tes of six to find it torn apart. All the drawers had been rifled, her suit 



cases pulled out. Someone, or perhaps several people, had thoroughly search 
ed every inch of the cottage." 

"What were they looking for?" Alvirah asked. 

"The jewelry, of course. You know how everyone gets dressed up for the ev 
ening. The women love to show off their gems to each other. Nadine had w 
om a diamond necklace and bracelet the night before. Someone was looking 
for those pieces but couldn't know that she also had the Hayward tiara, r 
ings and two other bracelets with her as well." Min sighed then burst out 
, "Why did the stupid woman have to bring everything she owned? 

Surely she couldn't wear all of that to the charity ball." 

Helmut patted her hand. "Minna, Minna, I cannot allow you to let your blood 
pressure rise. Think beautiful thoughts." He took up the story. 

"What is odd is that the intruder apparently stumbled onto the safe only afte 
r searching through everything else. It is hidden behind the picture of Minn 
a and myself in the sitting room of the cottage." 

"Wait a minute," Alvirah interrupted. "You just said that you thought som 
eone must have seen Nadine wearing the jewelry the night before. 

Did she leave the spa that evening?" 

"No. She was at what we jokingly call the cocktail hour, then at dinner, the 
n at the Mozart recital in the music room." 

"Then the only people who would have seen her are the other guests and the 
staff, and every one of them would know enough to look for the safe. All t 
he cottages have one now." Alvirah sucked in her breath and smoothed the s 
kirt of the beige suit she had been sure would find approval in Min's eyes. 
I did forget that she said beige washes me out, she thought ruefully. Oh 
, well. 

She resumed her train of thought. "That's something else. Was the safe ji 
mmied?" 

"No. Someone knew the combination Nadine had set." 

"Or was a professional and knew how to find it," Willy added. 



"What makes you think the thief isn't a thousand miles away right now?" 

Min sighed. "Our only hope is that if it was an inside job and Alvirah can 
track down the perpetrator, we may be able to force him or her to return the 
gems. All the guests are known to us. 

Their reputations are impeccable. There are only three new staff members, 
and their movements are absolutely accounted for." 

Min looked suddenly ten years older. "Alvirah, this is the sort of problem t 
hat can ruin us. Cotter Hay ward is a very difficult man. 

He will not only prosecute Nadine's son, but I also wouldn't put it past him t 
o find some reason to hold us responsible for the theft." 

"When is Nadine supposed to leave for San Francisco and the charity ball?" 
Alvirah asked. 

"On Saturday. That gives you three days to perform a miracle." 

A two-hour nap and a luxurious shower revived Alvirah. Anxious for Min's ap 
proval, she settled at the dressing table and applied her makeup carefully. 
Not too much blush, she thought, don't go over the lip line, just a touch o 
f eyeliner, use dark powder to soften the contour of jaw and nose. She was 
glad to hear Willy singing in the shower. He was feeling better as well. 

On the bed she had laid out a handsome caftan that Min had selected for her d 
uring her last visit to the spa. After she slipped into it she fastened on h 
er sunburst pin and got out her notebook. 

While Willy dressed, she jotted down the information Min had given her, bre 
aking it into categories. 

When she was finished, she had several immediate questions. 

Why was Elyse Hay ward, the first Mrs. Cotter Hay ward, here? 

Coincidence? Helmut had indicated that Elyse usually avoided being at the 
spa at the same time as her former friend, Nadine. 

Interesting, Alvirah thought. 



The three new staff members worked in the Roman Bath, which was the newest 
attraction at the spa. It had taken two years to complete, but was truly s 
plendid, a replica of the one in Baden-Baden. Two of the newcomers were ma 
sseuses, the third was an attendant in the resting room. But Min had said 
that their movements were accounted for. Even so, Alvirah decided, I'll go 
to the Roman Bath and at least take a look at the three of them. 

Willy appeared at the door of the sitting room. "Do I pass inspection to min 
gle with the swells?" 

His fine head of wavy white hair framed his genial featues and warm blue e 
yes. A handsome navy sports jacket hid the paunch that reappeared wheneve 
r they dined lavishly on a cruise. "You look splendid," Alvirah beamed. 

"So do you. Hurry up, honey. I can't wait to have one of Min's fake cocktail 



The veranda was already filled with guests. Violin music from inside the m 
ansion drifted through the open windows. As they walked up the path, Alvir 
ah said, "Now remember, Min is going to introduce us to Nadine Hayward. Na 
dine knows we're here to help and that later on we're going to stop back at 
her cottage and get a real chance to talk to her." 

Since they'd won the lottery, Alvirah had been coming to the spa at least one 
e a year. Willy would sometimes pick her up at the end of her week and they' 
d go on to take a trip, but this would be his first overnight stay. 

"Honey, what have I got to say to those people?" he'd ask when she'd urge 
him to accompany her. "The guys talk about their golf game or bat the bree 
ze about the cutups they were in their Ivy League schools or how their comp 
anies are investing in Asia. Do I tell them that I was bom in Brooklyn, w 
ent to P. S. 38 and was a working plumber until we struck it rich in the lot 
tery? 

Do you think they care that my hobby now is to trot around the world with 
you and, when we're in New York, to fix pipes and sinks and toilets for pe 
ople who need help?" 

"There isn't one of them who wouldn't die happy knowing he has two million 
dollars a year less taxes coming in," was Alvirah's answer. 



Still she admitted to herself that she was a little concerned that somebody 
might try to put Willy down with one of those sweetly chilling remarks that 
could cut like a knife. Anyone tried that on her and she could give as good 
as she got, but Willy was too kind to zing anyone. 

Five minutes later she realized she needn't have worried. Willy was deep 
in conversation with the CEO of American Plumbing, explaining to him exact 
ly why his biggest competitor's highly touted new line of hydro-flush toil 
ets were totally impractical for the average home. As Alvirah watched, th 
e CEO's expression became more and more delighted. 

Tanned, tinted and handsomely dressed men and women were clustered in li 
ttle groups. Alvirah chuckled over a remark she overheard one woman mak 
e to another: "Darling, you don't know me well enough yet to dislike me." 

Then Min plucked at her sleeve. "Alvirah, I want you to meet Nadine Hayw 
ard." 

Alvirah turned swiftly. She didn't know what she'd expected, but it wasn't 
this very pretty, sweet-faced, blue-eyed blonde with a peaches-and-cream com 
plexion. She could pass for thirty and probably is in her early forties, Al 
virah decided, but boy, she must be nervous. 

She looks as though she got dressed during a fire drill. Nadine Hayward was 
wearing a lime green shantung outfit with wide trousers and a waist-length 
jacket. It had obviously cost a fortune, but it looked all wrong. The midd 
le button of the jacket wasn't fastened. Black pumps were a discordant note 
against the silvery sheen of the outfit. 

Nadine's dark blond hair was carelessly twisted into a chignon. A single str 
and of pearls was slipping under the neckline of the pale green shell. 

As Alvirah watched, Nadine's expression changed to sheer panic. "Oh, m 
y God! My husband is coming," she murmured. 

"I thought you said he was attending a golf dinner at the club," Min hissed. 

"He was supposed to, but..." Nadine's voice trailed off, and she clutched Mi 
n's arm. 

Alvirah glanced at the path. A tall man was winding his way up toward the 
veranda. "When he heard Elyse was here he told me I wouldn't see him til 



1 Saturday," Nadine whispered through now bloodless lips. 

Around them people were chatting and laughing. But Alvirah caught severa 
1 sets of eyes appraising them. The tension emanating from Nadine Hay war 
d was palpable. 

"Smile," she ordered firmly. "Button your jacket... Fix your pearls... That's b 
etter." 

"But he doesn't know the jewelry's missing. He'll wonder why I'm not weari 
ng any of it," Nadine moaned. 

Cotter Hayward was at the stairs. Sotto voce, Alvirah urged, "For your son's 
sake, you've got to fake this until I get a chance to help you out." 

At the mention of her son, an expression of pain came into Nadine's eyes, t 
hen was gone. "I did a bit of acting way back," she said. Now her smile 
seemed genuine, and a moment later when her husband came up the steps and t 
ouched her arm, her reaction of astonished pleasure was flawless. 

I don't like this guy, Alvirah thought as Hayward curtly acknowledged the intr 
oduction to her, then turned to his wife. "I imagine they'll let me stay for 
dinner here," he said. "I have to get back in time for the speeches, but I wa 
ntedto see you." 

"You are most welcome," Min said. "Would you and Nadine prefer to have a s 
mall table to yourselves, or did you want to join her at her group table?" 

"No groups, please," Hayward said dismissively. 

He dyes his hair, Alvirah thought. Good job, but I can tell. 

Nobody in his fifties is that blond. But Cotter Hayward was a handsome man 
, no getting around that. 

It was Min and Helmut's firm rule that their guests share tables of eight. T 
he only exception was if a guest had a visitor and needed a chance to talk pr 
ivately. In that case, never more than once a week, a table for two was aval 
lable. 

Tonight, Alvirah was delighted to see that Min had placed her and Willy at 
the group table with Elyse, the first Mrs. Cotter Hayward, who turned out 



to be a brittle, pencil-thin, aubumhaired fashion plate in her mid-forti 
es. A handsome older couple from Chicago named Jennings; a stunning woman 
in her late thirties, Barra Snow, a model whom Alvirah instantly recogniz 
ed from the Adrian Cosmetics ads; Michael Fields, an ex-congressman from N 
ew York; and Herbert Green, the plumbing CEO, were the other diners at tab 
le eight. 

Alvirah managed to maneuver it so that she was only one seat away from Ely 
se Cotter. It quickly became obvious to her that Elyse was extremely voca 
1 about both her former husband and her former friend. 

"Nadine doesn't look like Sparkle Plenty tonight," she observed caustically. 

"I wonder if thats a matter of choice or if Cotter has started using his f 
avorite line about keeping the jewelry in a bank vault because he worries ab 
out a robbery. If so, it means he's met someone else and Nadine's days are 
numbered." Her smile was not pleasant. "I should know." 

"Nadine was wearing some of the Hay ward jewelry the other night," Barra S 
now said. "You had dinner served in your cottage, Elyse." 

Alvirah perked up her ears and switched on the recording device in her sun 
burst pin. Had it been just an accident that Cotter Hayward's first wife 
mentioned a robbery? She'd have to call Charley Evans, her editor at the 
Globe, and ask him to send her some background on all the Haywards from th 
e newspaper morgue. 

Let's see, she thought as she selected a tiny loin lamb chop from the silver 
platter the waitress was holding, when I was here four years ago, Elyse was s 
till married to Cotter, so Nadine hasn't been in the picture too long. It's 
obvious Elyse was bom with a silver spoon in her mouth, but I can tell from 
her voice that Nadine isn't a graduate of Miss Porter's. Wonder how she got 
so close to the Haywards in the first place? 

"Honey, you're still holding the serving fork," Willy prodded. 

At a table near the picture window overlooking the pool and gardens, Nadine 
and Cotter Hay ward ate in almost total silence. 

When Cotter spoke it was usually to complain. 

Then came the question Nadine dreaded. "How come you're not wearing any d 
ecent jewelry? Every other woman in this place is showing off her trophie 



s; surely yours must be some of the finest." 

Nadine managed to keep her voice even. "I didn't think it was in the best t 
aste to dangle them in front of Elyse. After all she was wearing them when 
she came here a few years ago." 

Her fingers damp with perspiration, she watched her husband's reaction and i 
nwardly collapsed with relief when he nodded. "I suppose you're right. Now 
I've got to get back. Those after dinner speeches will be starting." 

As he got up, he leaned over quickly and brushed her cheek with an impatie 
nt kiss. The way he would have kissed Elyse toward the end of their marri 
age, Nadine thought. Oh dear God, what am I going to do? 

She watched him walk across the spacious room and then was astonished to s 
ee Elyse hurrying toward him. Even though Nadine could only see the back 
of his head. Cotter's body language was obvious. He stopped abruptly, wen 
t rigid, and then after Elyse spoke to him, pushed her aside and hurried o 
ut. 

Nadine was sure that Elyse had reminded him that the final divorce payment w 
as owed to her next week. Three million dollars. Cotter was infuriated at 
the prospect of paying it. And I'm paying for it as well, Nadine thought. 
After what Elyse cost him, the prenuptial I signed will leave me penniless i 
f he gets angry enough about the jewelry to divorce me... 

Now what did Elyse have to say to her ex? Alvirah wondered, as she nibbled 
on a tiny cookie and tried to make the rainbow sherbet last. 

From where she was sitting she could see the expression of savage satisfacti 
on on the divorcee's face and the angry dark red flush that colored Cotter H 
ay ward's features. 

"My, my," Barra Snow murmured with a slight smile. "I didn't know firew 
orks were on the menu." 

"Do you know the Haywards well?" Alvirah asked casually. 

"We have mutual friends and occasionally are in the same place." 

Willy jumped up to hold Elyse Hayward's chair as she returned to the table, 
a grim smile on her face. "Well, I made his day," she said with obvious del 



ight. "There's nothing that drives Cotter crazier than parting with money." 
She laughed. "His lawyers have been trying to negotiate a settlement. In 
stead of a final three-million-dollar payment next week, they'd like me to a 
ccept annual installments for the next twenty years. The answer I gave them 
is that I didn't win a lottery, I divorced a rich man." 

That's for our benefit, Alvirah thought. "It depends on the annual installm 
ent," she murmured. 

Herbert Green, the plumbing executive, chuckled. "I like your wife," he tol 
d Willy. 

"So do I." Willy had just finished his sherbet. "That was a great dinner, but 
I have to say I'd like to top it off with a Big Mac." 

Barra laughed. "I'm glad you feel like that. My sister was awarded a McDona 
Id franchise in her divorce. I wasn't that lucky." 

"Neither will Nadine be when Cotter tires of her," Elyse volunteered. 

"Here's her settlement." She touched her thumb to the tip of her forefinger 
to form a perfect circle. Her meaning was very clear. 

"Nadine's a perfect example of why we should obey the ninth commandment 



"Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor's wife," Willy said. 

"Or husband." Elyse laughed. "Nadine's problem is that she was unlucky e 
nough to get mine." 

Nadine Hayward did not wait for the recital in the music room. 

Instead she slipped away from the dining room with the first people to leav 
e and made her way to her cottage, which was one of the farthest from the m 
ain house. 

It's Wednesday night, she thought. Saturday morning Cotter will come for m 
e. I'll have to tell him about the robbery. He'll want to know why I didn 
't call the police immediately. Then I'll have to tell him that Bobby didn 
't pay the insurance premium to the company. And Bobby will be prosecuted. 



I can't let that happen. 

yonly I hadn't come herefour years ago and met Cotter. 

It was the thought she had been trying to avoid. 

As she turned off the main path to her cottage, Nadine was filled with self-1 
oathing and regret that she had ever met Cotter. 

My one extravagance, she thought, coming here after Robert died, and I had 
to meet him. 

Her first husband had been Robert Crandell, a distant cousin of Elyse's, ha 
ndsome and bright and witty and loving. And a gambler. 

She'd married him at twenty, divorced him when Bobby was ten. It was the 
only way to separate herself from his debts. 

But they'd remained friends. More than friends. I always loved him, she t 
bought now. 

He'd been killed nearly five years ago, driving too fast on a rain-slick highw 
ay, still a gambler, still untrustworthy. But he'd left an insurance policy t 
hat was enough to take care of Bobby's college education, and it was the relie 
f of discovering this fact, coupled with the emotional drain of his death, tha 
t impelled Nadine to treat herself to a week at Cypress Point Spa. 

When she was still married to Robert, she'd occasionally met Cotter and Elys 
e at family events. By the time she met them again, at the spa, it was clea 
r that they were barely speaking to each other. Three months later. Cotter 
phoned. "I'm in the process of a divorce," he'd announced, "because I haven 
't been able to stop thinking about you." 

Thoughtful. Charming. Oh, how Cotter could turn on the charm. 

"You've never had it easy, Nadine," he said. It's time someone took care 
of you. I know what you went through with Robert. It's a miracle he wasn 
't murdered. Those bookies play rough when you welsh on debts. 

I bailed him out from time to time. I don't think you knew that." 

He had never bailed Robert out, Nadine thought as she put the key in the doo 



r of her cottage. Cotter never bailed anyone out. 

Before she could turn the key, the door opened and the frightened face of h 
er twenty-two-year-old son stared down at her. 

Then Bobby threw his arms around her. "Mom, help me. What am I going 
to do?" 

Alvirah and Willy lingered over decaf espresso with the other guests at thei 
r table, hoping to pick up more gossip, but to Alvirah's disappointment Elys 
e dropped the subject of her ex-husband. 

"Are you attending the recital, Mrs. Meehan?" Barra Snow asked. 

"We're still on New York time," Alvirah said. After Elyse's crack about the lo 
ttery, it was on the tip of her tongue to say that they were going to hit the s 
ack, but she decided against it. "I think we'd better retire," she finished. 

At a demure pace, Alvirah led Willy through the dining room; as soon as th 
ey were outside, however, she quickened her step. 

"Let's go," she said. "I'm dying to talk to Nadine. From what I'm learning 
about Cotter Hayward's attitude toward money, there's no doubt that he won't 
be talked out of reporting the theft to the insurance company." 

When they arrived at Nadine's cottage, they were surprised to hear the mu 
rmur of voices through the open window. "I wonder if the husband came ba 
ck," Alvirah whispered, but at her knock the door was opened by a handsom 
e young man who even in the half-light she could see was the image of Nad 
ine. 

Sitting opposite them on the pale blue and white sofas in the harmoniously 
decorated sitting room, Willy and Alvirah waited as Nadine told Bobby that 
the Meehans knew all about the theft and were there to help. 

It was clear to Alvirah that Bobby was desperately worried, but even so she di 
d not like it when he tried to justify his own chicanery. "Mom, I swear to yo 
u this is the first time I ever cashed a premium check," he said, his voice sh 
rill. "I'd made a bet. It was a sure thing." 

'"A sure thing."" Nadine's voice broke into a near sob. 



"Your father's words. I heard them for the first time when I was nineteen ye 
ars old. I don't want to hear them anymore." 

"Mom, I was going to reinstate the pohcy, I swear." 

"Wasn't there a notice of termination sent?" Alvirah asked. 

Boby looked away. "I knew it was coming." 

"And destroyed it?" Alvirah persisted. 

"Yes." 

"That's also a criminal offense," she said severely. 

"Bobby," Nadine cried, "I persuaded Cotter to switch the jewelry insurance 
to you because you'd gotten the job with Haskill. Then I persuaded him to 
let you live in the New York apartment." 

So like his father, she thought. The repentant face, the dejected slump of th 
e shoulders. 

It was as though Bobby knew what she was thinking. "Mom, I'm not like Da 
d, not that way. Any time I bet before, it was with my money." 

"Not always. I've covered some of your losses." 

"But never a lot. Mom, if you can talk Cotter into not prosecuting, I swear, 
never, never agun. I don't want to go to prison." 

Bobby buried his face in his hands. 

Nadine put her arms around him. "Bobby," she said. "Don't you see? 

I'm helpless to stop him." 

Then she paused. "Or am I?" 

An hour later, when Willy and Alvirah were settled in bed, Alvirah began to 
think aloud. "Nadine's son, Bobby, is what I would call spineless and mor 
e than a little selfish. I mean, when you think about it, his mother persu 
aded Cotter Hay ward to switch the insurance policy on the jewelry to him so 



he'd get the commission, then he gambles away the premium. And my feeling 
is that he's more wonied about the prospect of going to prison than he is 
about the fact that the fallout of all this might mean the end of Nadine's 
marriage." 

"Uh-huh," Willy agreed, his tone sleepy. 

"Not that I think Cotter Hay ward is any prize," Alvirah continued. "He rem 
inds me of Mr. Parker. You remember I cleaned for the Parkers on Wednesday 
s until they moved to Florida. I think she died. The nice ones always die 
, don't they, and the mean old birds hang around forever. Anyhow-picky, p 
icky, picky! That's the way he was. And cheap! One day Mr. Parker yelled 
at his poor wife for giving away an old suit of his. He had a closet full 
of clothes but couldn't stand to let so much as an odd sock get away." 

Willy's even breathing was his only comment. 

"The only way to save Bobby Crandell from prison is to find the thief," Alvi 
rah mused aloud. "The thing is that the night of the robbery, Nadine locked 
the front door of the cottage, but since Bobby said he was able to get in t 
hrough the sliding glass door of the sunroom tonight, it stands to reason th 
at anyone else could have done the same thing. Nobody really worries about 
locks around here." 

And then a thought shot through her mind that made her gasp. 

How heavy a gambler was Bobby Crandell? He knew his mother had the jewelr 
y with her. Nadine had told them that the combination she always set when 
she used a wall safe in a spa or hotel was the year of her birth, 1-9-5-3 
. Bobby probably knew that. 

Alvirah pondered the notion that Bobby Crandell might have been in deep tr 
ouble because of gambling debts. Suppose his life had been threatened if 
he didn't produce the money he owed? 

Suppose he owed very big money? Suppose he decided to steal the jewelry 
even though he had already stolen the premium money? Maybe he was desper 
ate enough to hope that his mother could persuade Cotter Hayward not to f 
ile a claim for the missing jewelry, she thought. 

Alvirah had another question to ask herself before she fell asleep. 



Why did Cotter Hayward suddenly decide to have dinner with Nadine tonigh 
t? 

The call came at eleven o'clock, shortly after he had retired. 

Still wide awake, Cotter Hayward reached for the receiver and barked a gree 
ting. 

Hayward got out of bed and dressed in chinos and a sweater. 

Then, as an afterthought he made a martini. I probably shouldn't have one, h 
e told himself sourly. But given the way his night had gone, he could certai 
nly use it. 

At quarter of twelve he left his condo on the grounds of the Pebble Beach C 
lub and, walking in the shadows, made his way to the sixteenth hole. Stand 
ing in the wooded area off the green, he waited. 

The faint snap of a twig alerted him to an approaching presence. He turned a 
round, expectantly. Just then the clouds parted. 

In the instant before he ded. Cotter Hayward lived a lifetime. He saw his a 
ssailant, realized that it was a golf club that was about to descend on his 
skull and even had time to recognize how much of a fool he had been. 

At 5:45 

A.M. Alvirah was dreaming that they were sailing from Southampton on the QE 
2. Then she realized that the sound she was hearing was not a ship's bell 
but the peal of the telephone. It was Min. 

"Alvirah, please come up to the main house immediately. 

There is a problem." 

Alvirah struggled into a pale yellow Dior sweat suit and matching sneakers, 
as Willy blinked sleep from his eyes. "What's the matter now?" he asked. 

"I don't know yet. Oh dam if I didn't put this top on backwards." 

Willy squinted in the direction of the clock. "I thought people came to this p 
lace to relax." 



"Some people do. Hurry up and get dressed so you can go with me. I've got 
a bad feeling." 

A few minutes later Alvirah's bad feeling was compounded by the presence at 
the spa's main entrance of a car bearing the logo of the sheriff of Monterey 
County. "Scott's here," she said tersely. 

Scott Alshome was in Min's office. Min and Helmut were still in dressing 
gowns. Even though they both seemed distraught, Alvirah could not resist 
a moment of total admiration for the way the two of them could look like 
fashion plates even when roused from bed in the predawn hours. Min's robe 
was a shimmering pink satin with a lace-edged collar and delicately corde 
d sash. 

Helmut's maroon knee-length silk robe was trimly handsome over matching 
pajamas. 

Fortunately Sheriff Alshorne never changed. His teddy-bear body, his crag 
gy and tanned face, his white, unmanageable hair and piercing eyes were st 
ill the same. He was as warm when he embraced a friend as he was implacab 
le when he was trailing a criminal. 

He hugged Alvirah and shook hands with Willy. Then, dispensing with sma 
11 talk, he said, "Cotter Hayward's body was found on the grounds of the 
Pebble Beach Club an hour ago by a maintenance man." 

"Saints preserve us," Alvirah gasped, even as she thought. Which one did i 
t, Nadine or Bobby? 

"Vicious blows with a heavy object. Whoever killed him wanted to make sur 
e he was dead." Scott looked at Alvirah appraisingly. "From what Min te 
lis me, you're not here just to be pampered." 

"Not exactly." Alvirah's mind was racing. "Does Nadine know about her h 
usband?" 

"Scott came directly here," Min said. "We will accompany him when he tells 
her. Helmut's medical services may be required. I only wish I knew where 
to reach Nadine's son so he can rush to her side.'" "Bobby's-" Willy was 
interrupted by a warning glance from Alvirah. 



The exchange was not lost on Scott Alshorne. "Do you know this Bobby?'" 
he asked. 

"We've met," Alvirah hedged, then realized it would be useless to conceal fr 
om Scott the fact that Bobby Crandell had been in Nadine's cottage at ten o' 
clock last night. 

"Is he staying with his mother?" Scott queried. 

"He was going to last night," Alvirah admitted. "Nadine is in one of the t 
wo-bedroom cottages." 

Scott stood up, suddenly looming over the others. "Alvirah, my good friend 
," he said, "let's get something straight. There was a major theft on thes 
e premises three days ago. I should have been notified-immediately. Min 
has given me the background, but that doesn't justify her decision to go al 
ong with Nadine Hayward and conceal the crime. What you people don't seem 
to understand is that we should have been collecting samples for DNA testin 
g at the safe. Now it's too late." 

He moved closer to Alvirah. "Instead of sending for me, she sent for you. 
Now we have not only a grand larceny theft but a first-degree murder on ou 
r hands. I want any information you've picked up since you arrived here ye 
sterday. Do I make myself clear?" 

"I want to make myself clear too," Willy said, and his tone was icy. 

"Don'tbuUy my wife." 

"Oh, honey, Scott's not bullying me," Alvirah said soothingly. 

"It's just his version of the Miranda warning." She looked up at Scott. " 
I know what you're thinking-that Nadine and Bobby are the likely suspects. 
But I also know you're a big man and will keep an open mind. I met Cotte 
r Hayward a few years ago when he was here with his then-wife, Elyse. They 
weren't exactly lovey-dovey at the time, and, believe me, from what I saw 
last night that lady hated him. But she had nothing to gain by killing him 
, or at least not as far as I know. Then again, I bet Cotter Hayward had a 
lot of enemies, so before you jump to conclusions, take a good look at som 
e of the men in that golf tournament and find out which of them might have 
had a reason to hate him too." Min pointed to the clock. "It is going on 
to six-thirty," she said nervously. "The morning walk will be starting in 



fifteen minutes. We must let Nadine know what has happened." 

"And I think Elyse should find out, too, before the rumors start flying," Alvir 
ah suggested. "If you'd like, I'll go to her cottage and talk to her." 

"Not without me," Scott snapped, and then added with a reluctant grin, "A 
11 right, Alvirah. You can come along when we see Hay ward's widow." 

Min and Helmut rushed upstairs to change into jogging suits, and then the som 
ber procession left the main house. Willy elected to go to their own cottage 
. "I'll only be in the way," he said. 

Maids carrying breakfast trays passed them as they walked down the winding 
path to Nadine's cottage. Alvirah could feel their curious stares. 

As it turned out, Helmut's medical services were indeed needed. Nadine was 
in the sitting room when they arrived. She looked as though she had not clo 
sed her eyes all night. Alvirah noticed immediately that her robe was insid 
e out. Must have put it on in a real hurry, she thought. Why? 

Nadine's peaches-and-cream complexion went ashen when she saw them. 

"What's wrong? Has anything happened to Bobby?" 

So that's it, Alvirah thought. Bobby's taken off and she doesn't know wher 
e he's gone. She watched as Min and Helmut stood protectively by Nadine as 
Scott told her that her husband had been the victim of foul play. 

Nadine said nothing. Then she sighed and slumped over in a dead faint. 

"If Nadine was a wreck, you should have seen Bobby," Alvirah told Willy an 
hour later. "He came in while Helmut was trying to revive his mother, and 
I guess he thought she was dead. He'd been crying, you could see that. He 
pushed Helmut aside and kept saying, 'Mom, it's my fault, I'm sorry. I'm 
sorry." 

" "Did he mean sorry about stealing the premium, or had they had an argume 
nt?'" Willy asked. 

"That's what I'm trying to figure out. When Nadine came to and Helmut gave 
her a sedative and put her to bed, Scott talked to Bobby. But all he said w 
as that he couldn't sleep and got up to go for a jog. Then he said he didn' 



t have another word to say until he hired a lawyer." 

Willy whistled soundlessly. "That doesn't sound like an innocent man talkin 



Alvirah nodded reluctantly. "You can tell he's not really a bad kid, Willy, 
and he certainly loves his mother, but I do think he's the kind who doesn't t 
hink things through. I mean, I hate to say it, but I could see him deciding 
that if Cotter Hay ward were out of the way, his mother would never have to re 
port the missing jewelry." 

Willy handed her a cup of coffee. "You haven't had anything to eat. 

The maid left a thermos and what passes for a muffin. You need a magnifyin 
g glass to see it on the plate.'" "Nine hundred calories a day, honey. Tha 
t's why people look so good when they leave here." 

Alvirah devoured the muffin in one bite. "But you know what was interestin 
g? When we went to tell Elyse about her ex-husband, she went hysterical.'" 
"I thought she couldn't stand him." 

"So did I. And maybe she couldn't. But she knew that Cotter Hay ward was s 
o afraid of dying that he would never make a will. 

He has no children, so that means-" "... that Nadine may be a very wealthy 
widow," Willy finished. "And I guess now her son can afford to hire a goo 
d lawyer." 

At twelve o'clock, Scott returned to the spa with a search warrant for Nad 
ine's cottage. By then the media were camped outside the compound and pol 
ice barricades had been erected to hold them back. 

Sheriff Alshome was besieged for a statement. He got out of his car and s 
tood before the cameras and microphones. "The investigation is proceeding, 
" he said. "The autopsy is presently taking place. You will be kept infor 
med of developments." 

Questions were shouted at him: "Sheriff, is it true that Mrs. Hay ward's son 
has retained a lawyer?" 

"Is it true that Mrs. Hayward's jewelry was stolen a few days ago and you w 
ere not informed?" 



"Is it true that Mr. Hay ward had a confrontation with his ex- wife last night a 
t dinner?" 

"No comment," Scott said tersely in response to each question hurled at him. 
He got back in his car and snapped, "Step on it," to his deputy. 

They were waved past the barricade and escaped onto the spa grounds. 

"I wonder how many of the employees will sell their inside stories to the sc 
andal sheets," he fumed as they headed to the widow's cottage. 

Nadine was dressed and, although deathly pale, she was completely composed 
. "I understand," she said tonelessly when Scott showed her the search wa 
rrant. "I don't know what you're looking for and I'm very sure you won't 
find anything incriminating, but go ahead." 

"Where is your son?" Scott asked. 

"I sent him over to the Roman Bath. The massage and swim treatment will 
be good for him." 

"He does understand that he is not to leave the premises?" 

"I gather you made that quite clear. Now if you'll excuse me, I'll be in B 
aroness von Schreiber's office. She is helping me make arrangements for my 
husband's cremation when his body is released." 

The search of the cottage was thorough and the results were nil. 

Exasperated, Scott studied the wall safe. "This is a pretty good one," he c 
ommented to a deputy. "It wasn't jimmied, so that means if it wasn't a prof 
essional safecracker, whoever took those gems had the combination." 

"The son?" 

"He was in his New York office Wednesday morning. The jewelry disappear 
ed Tuesday afternoon. We're checking the redeye flights, but of course 
he may not have used his own name if he was on one of them." 

It was in the second bedroom, the one in which Bobby had slept, that Scott 
found something that he felt was significant-Nadine's pocket-sized phone 



directory, wedged open by the base of the telephone to the H page. The fi 
rst five telephone numbers were listings for Cotter Hayward, his office, h 
is boat, the New York apartment, the New Mexico ranch, the Pebble Beach co 
ndo. 

"Bobby was in here last night," Scott said. "Cotter was at the Pebble Beach 
condo. I wonder if our friend Bobby placed a call to him and arranged a pr 
ivate meeting." 

It was the custom of the Cypress Point Spa that luncheon was served informa 
lly at tables around the pool. Most of the guests were dressed in tank sui 
ts and robes. The ones who had completed the morning program and were plan 
ning on an afternoon of golf on the spa's newly installed nine-hole course 
were suitably garbed for a few hours on the links. 

Alvirah had no intention of following either a beauty or exercise regime, and 
she'd never held a golf club. Nonetheless, she changed hastily into the dar 
k blue tank suit and pink terry-cloth robe that were part of the standard equ 
ipment of every cottage. 

She had prevailed on Willy to likewise clad himself in the bathing trunks an 
d short robe that were standard for male guests. 

"We don't want to stand out," she'd urged him. "I need to get a feel of wh 
at people are saying about the murder.'" She realized it probably would loo 
k tacky to wear her sunburst pin on the robe. Even the women who looked li 
ke Christmas trees at the evening "cocktail" party wouldn't do that. Never 
theless she fastened the pin to her lapel. She turned the recording device 
on as they approached the pool. She didn't want to miss a word of what pe 
ople would be saying about the murder. 

Alvirah was surprised to see Elyse sitting at one of the tables with Barra Sn 
ow and other guests. "Come on, honey," she hissed to Willy, noting that ther 
e were still two seats available at the tabe. 

Now appearing totally composed, Elyse had eschewed the spaissue tank suit a 
nd robe and was wearing a striped cotton shirt, white skirt and golf shoes. 

"A terrible shock," she was saying to the woman who had just approached t 
he table to speak to her. 

"After all, I was married to Cotter for fifteen years, and at least some of th 
ose times were happy. Thanks to him I took up golf, and for that I'll always 



be grateful. He was an excellent teacher. 

That's what really kept us together so long. I think that long after we were 
sick of each other we still enjoyed playing golf together." 

"Are you sure you want to play this afternoon? We can get someone to fill 
in the foursome." 

The woman who was talking to Elyse was another one of the slim, tanned, el 
egant types with an almost-English accent. She only looks familiar becaus 
e she's a clone of half the women here, Alvirah decided after studying her 
a few moments. 

Barra Snow answered for Elyse. "I'm certain Elyse will be better off if she p 
lays with us. I've already asked a caddy to get her clubs from her car. She 
mustn't just sit and brood." 

"I am not brooding," Elyse contradicted sharply. "Really, Barra, if you insi 
St on offering sympathy, save it for Nadine. I hear that Bobby was with her 
last night, and I gather she wasn't expecting him. I'd love to know what kin 
d of scrape he's in now. 

Nadine had to beg money from Cotter to bail him out the last time. 

He's going to be just like his father, that boy." 

Alvirah remembered that Elyse was a distant cousin of Bobby's late father 
. How did she know that Nadine bailed Bobby out? she wondered. 

Did she hear that from Cotter? She thought about Elyse's hysterical reaction 
to the news of the death. Was it just because Nadine will inherit a lot of 
money, or was there a love/hate relationship with her ex-husband? Interestin 
g, she decided. 

The Jennings woman who had been at their table the night before hurried over. 
"I just heard on the television that the rumor is that Nadine's jewelry was 
stolen the other day. Isn't that incredible?" 

"The jewelry," Elyse gasped. "The Hay ward jewelry! My God, did Cotter kno 
w that? That stuff was in his family for three generations. They never ga 
ve it to the wife, you know. She was just allowed to wear it. 



His father was married four times, and the joke was that all four wives had 
their portraits done in the same pieces. They were known as the Hay ward cho 
rus line. I thought Nadine would finally be the one to keep everything. Co 
tter was the last of the line." 

She's thrilled it's been stolen, Alvirah thought, or else she's a good actress. 

A genial-looking man in the uniform of a spa caddy approached the table, a go 
If bag over his shoulder. "I have your clubs, Mrs. Hayward," he said, as he 
put the bag down, "but I think I'd better clean the sand wedge off. The sle 
eve is missing, and it's a bit sticky." 

"That's ridiculous," Elyse snapped. "All the clubs were cleaned before they 
were put back in the bag." 

Sticky? Alvirah's antennae began to vibrate. She jumped up and said, "I'll ta 
ke a look at that, please." 

She took the golf bag from the startled caddy and looked down into it. 

Being careful not to touch any of the clubs, she leaned over and studied the 
one that did not have a sleeve covering it. 

The curved steel head of that club was matted with dark brown stains. 

Even with her naked eye it was possible to see bits of skin and hair sticking 
to the metal. 

"Somebody call Sheriff Alshome," Alvirah said quietly. "Tell him I think I 
've found the murder weapon." 

Two hours later, Alvirah and Willy were visited in their cottage by Sheriff 
Scott Alshome. 

"That was good work, Alvirah," Scott admitted somewhat grudgingly. "If th 
at caddy had cleaned the club, valuable evidence would have been lost." 

"DNA?" Alvirah asked. 

Alshorne shrugged. "Maybe. We do know that it was the murder weapon, an 
d we know it came from the ex-wife's golf bag, which was in the trunk of 
her unlocked car in the parking area." 



"Meaning anyone could have taken it and replaced it," Willy commented. 
"Anyone who knew it was there," Alvirah said. "Right, Scott?" 

"Yes." 

"I didn't touch that club, but it looked like it must have made a pretty nasty 
weapon. Am I right?" 

Alvirah's forehead was furrowed, always a sign that, as she put it, she had h 
er thinking cap on. 

"Yes, it made a formidable weapon," Scott agreed. "The sand wedge is the h 
eaviest golf club." 

"I didn't know that. If I were going to bop someone on the skull with a golf 
club I'd have grabbed just any one of them, I think." 

"Alvirah," Scott said, shaking his head, "maybe I'll just have to hire you. 
Yes, I've come to the same conclusion. Someone who's either a golfer or kno 
ws about golf chose that club for his or her encounter with Cotter Hayward la 
st night." 

"And you're concentrating on Bobby Crandell, aren't you?" 

He shrugged. "Or his mother, for all the reasons you know." 

Alvirah thought about Bobby, the scared handsome young face, the attempt to 
justify himself by pointing out that he'd always covered his own losses un 
til now. She figured it was closer to the truth that Nadine had always bai 
led him out, and he had come running to her expecting her to be able to do 
it again. Last night Alvirah had seen with her own eyes that he realized t 
his time his mother was powerless to save him. And it was pretty obvious t 
hat Nadine would do anything rather than see her son go to prison. She'd a 
s much as said that. 



"It looks bad for both of them," she said slowly, "but you know something, Sc 



ott? They're both innocent. I feel it in my bones." 

They were in the sitting room of the cottage. The shding glass door was op 
en, and a refreshing cool breeze from the Pacific had cleared the midday hea 
t. 

Running footsteps sounded from the patio outside, then suddenly Nadine was 
pushing open the sliding screen. "Alvirah, help me," she sobbed. 

"Bobby is going to confess to murdering Cotter. Stop him, please stop him. 
" Then she saw the sheriff. "Oh my God!" she wailed. 

Scott stood up. "Mrs. Hay ward, I'd better go find your son and hear what h 
e has to say. And I suggest you look into your own heart and decide why he 
suddenly felt the need to confess to murder." 

Flanked by Scott Alshome and two sheriffs deputies, Bobby Crandell was t 
aken to the Monterey County police station. A few minutes later, Alvirah 
and Willy accompanied Nadine, as they followed in the spa limo. 

Nadine was no longer sobbing. Wordless on the brief drive, when they reach 
ed the station she demanded to see the sheriff. 

"I have something very important to tell him," she said. 

Alvirah sensed immediately what Nadine was going to do. 

"Nadine, I want you to get a lawyer before you say one word." 

"A lawyer can't help me. No one can." 

They were escorted to a waiting room, where they sat until Scott sent for th 
em an hour later. By then Alvirah was so worried that she almost forgot to 
turn on the recorder in her sunburst pin. 

"Where is Bobby?" Nadine demanded when they were finally escorted to Sco 
tt's office. 

"He's waiting for his confession to be typed up." 

"He has nothing to confess to," Nadine cried. "I-" Scott interrupted her. 
"Mrs. Hay ward, don't say another word until you listen to me. 



You've heard of the Miranda warning?" 

'Yes. 



l|-\7- II 



Alvirah feh Willy's hand reach to comfort her as Scott read the Miranda warn 
ing to Nadine, gave it to her to read, asked her if she understood it. 

"Yes, yes, and I know I'm entitled to have a lawyer." 

"Very well." Scott turned to a deputy. "Get the stenographer. 

Alvirah, you and Willy wait outside." 

"Oh no, please let them stay." Nadine was trembling. 

Alvirah put an arm around her. "Let me stay with her, Scott.'" Nadine's conf 
ession was straightforward. "I phoned Cotter at the condo. I told him I had 
to talk to him." 

"What time was that?'" "I... I'm not sure. I was in bed. I couldn't sleep." 

"What did you want to talk to him about?" Scott asked. 

"I was going to tell him about the jewelry being stolen and beg him not to r 
eport it. Alvirah, you're so smart. I thought maybe, just maybe, you'd find 
out who took it. I did wear some of the pieces the other night. A number o 
f people admired them and all those same people are here. Maybe everything i 
s in a safe in one of the cottages." 

"Did he agree to meet you?" Scott asked. 

"Yes, on the golf links." 

"Why not in the condo?" Alvirah asked. "You're his wife." 

"He... he said he felt like a walk and that would make it just about halfway 
for the two of us. He told me exactly how to get there." 

"Why did you bring a golf club?" Scott asked. 

Nadine bit her lip. "Cotter could become quite violent. I was afraid that i 



f he became enraged... And that's just what happened. When I told him about 
the theft and the premium, he was so angry. He raised his hand and tried to 
hit me. I backed off and raised the club and. 



." Her voice trailed off. Then she whispered, "I don't remember hitting him 
, but then he was lying there, and I knew he was dead." 

"You put the golf club back in Elyse Hayward's car?" 

"Yes. I just wanted to get rid of it." 

"Why her car?" 

"I knew she had clubs there. I'd seen her with them. On the way out of the s 
pa, I cut through the parking lot." 

Not only his forehead, but Scott's entire face appeared to be creased in tho 
ught. "You make a more credible confession than your son did," he said. "I 
'm sorry for you, Mrs. Hayward. 

You'd have done Bobby a much bigger favor letting him face the music for ca 
shing the insurance premium check. He could have handled it. He was willi 
ng to face the gas chamber rather than let you be arrested for your husband 
's murder. I can tell you now that his confession didn't hold water." 

Scott stood up. "When your statement is typed up and signed, you'll be form 
ally arraigned. As of now, you are under arrest on suspicion of murder in t 
he first degree." 

Alvirah and Willy had gone to the police station with Nadine and now they re 
turned from it with Bobby. A study in misery, he sat hunched in the car, hi 
s chin resting on his clasped hands, his eyes half closed. 

Alvirah's maternal instincts coursed through her entire being. He hurts so 
much, she thought, and he s blaming himself. Finally she spoke to him: "Bo 
bby, you'll stay in your mother's cottage, won't you?" 

"Yes, if Baroness von Schreiber allows it. My mother was only supposed to 
stay till Saturday." 



"I know Min will have a place for you.'" She turned to Willy. 

"I think you and Bobby should stick together the rest of the day. 

Take him over to the gym or the pool." 

She closed her lips, not wanting to promise what she couldn't deliver. 

But as the limo cruised along the Seventeen Mile Drive, she decided to say h 
er piece. "Bobby, I know you didn't kill Cotter Hay ward and I'm just as sur 
e your mother didn't kill him, either. She thinks she's protecting you, jus 
t as you thought you were protecting her. Now I want the truth. What happe 
ned after Willy and I left you the other night?" 

The faintest hope brightened Bobby's face. He brushed back the dark blond h 
air that was so like his mother's. "Mom and I were pretty wrung out. She s 
aid that she knew Cotter would start thinking about her not wearing any of t 
he jewelry at dinner, and it might be better if she told him what had happen 
ed instead of waiting till Saturday. We both went to bed. I could hear her 
crying for a while, but I didn't know whether I should go to her. 

Then I fell asleep." 

He glanced nervously at the front seat, then realized that Alvirah had push 
ed the button that raised the privacy glass between them and the chauffeur. 
"I woke up about five o'clock and looked in on Mom. She wasn't in her ro 
om. I found her address book and called Hayward's condo, but there wasn't 
any answer. 

I was scared and decided to go over there. I was afraid that she'd gone to 
see him and that maybe something had happened to her. 

I jogged over, but when I got there I saw police cars; a maintenance man tol 
d me what had happened. After that, I just kind of panicked. 

That's why I confessed to the murder. Because if my mother did it, she did i 
t for me." 

Alvirah looked at the young man, his face a mask of misery. 

"I don't believe she did it. Bobby," she said, "I told Sheriff Alshome that 
there may have been other people who had a good reason to kill your stepfath 



er. Now my job is to find out which one did it." 

There was a large manila envelope waiting for Alvirah in the cottage. 

It was the material she had requested from Charley Evans, her editor at t 
he New York Globe, volumes of newspaper and magazine clippings and storie 
s about Cotter Hayward. Alvirah almost forgot that she had missed lunch 
as she began to dive into them, then she remembered the breakfast mini-mu 
ffin and realized that her looming headache was not caused by stress alon 
e. She phoned room service. 

Ten minutes later a smiling waitress appeared with a glass of spring water, 
a pot of herb tea and a carrot and cucumber salad, the luncheon menu of the 
day. Alvirah thought longingly of a nice, juicy hamburger, then remembered 
Barra Snow's remark about her sister getting a McDonald franchise in her div 
orce settlement. She half smiled, thinking that at this moment she felt as 
though she could eat the sister's profits in one sitting. 

Alvirah found that the voluminous material on Cotter J. Hayward actually did 
make fascinating reading. He had been bom in Darien, Connecticut, the gra 
ndson of the inventor of a circuit carrier for long-distance telephone calls 
who had sold his invention to ATT for sixty million dollars. 

"Huge money in those days," Alvirah thought as she made a note on her pad. 
That was when Cotter the first bought the jewelry for his wife. 

Because he was a notorious skinflint, the purchase made headlines. The jew 
elry was passed on to his son. Cotter the second, the playboy whose four wi 
ves each in turn got to wear it. But while the jewels may have remained in 
tact, his lavish living and matrimonial settlements much diminished the fam 
ily fortune. 

Cotter the third, Nadine's late husband and Elyse's late ex-husband, seemed 
to be something of a chip offboth blocks. There were dozens of pictures o 
f him in his younger days, escorting film stars and debutantes. He had mar 
ried Elyse when he was thirty-five, and like his grandfather, was known for 
his parsimony. He did his own investing and was rumored to be worth over 
one hundred million dollars, but no real figures were available. 

He must have been a terrific golfer, Alvirah decided. Many of the pictures 
of him were taken on the golf course, playing with people like Jack Nicklaus 
and former President Ford. The older pictures showed him and Elyse, arm in 



arm, dressed for golfing, sometimes accepting awards together. The most re 
cent pictures, those taken in the last three years, showed him with Nadine a 
t social events, but there wasn't a single one of her at the golf outings. 

One picture in particular caught Alvirah's eye. It showed Elyse and Barr 
a Snow being awarded matching trophies at a charity outing at the Ridgewo 
od Country Club in New Jersey and Cotter Hay ward as chairman of the outin 
g presenting them. That was only six weeks ago, she thought. 

Cotter's smile that day seemed very genuine as he stood between the women. 
Elyse was smiling up at him. Love/hate, Alvirah thought. It's what Elyse f 
elt for her ex. She read the caption under the picture and then raised her 
eyes. Oh my, she thought. 

Oh my. 

Reaching for the phone she called Charley at the Globe, thanked him for the m 
aterial he'd sent and requested him to have other material faxed as soon as p 
ossible. "I know it's eight o'clock in New York, but if you could put someon 
e on it right away, I'll ask Min to let me have a key to the office so I can 
collect it tonight. Thanks a lot." 

Her next job was to play back the recordings she had made at the dinner table 
last night, at Nadine's cottage and at lunch. As she listened, she made not 

es. 

An exhausted Willy came in at six o'clock. "We swam, we did those exerci 
se machines. Bobby knows all about using them. 

Then we had a glass of orange juice together and talked. He's a nice young 
fellow, honey, and knows his mother is in this situation because of him. I 
tell you, if somehow the real murderer can be found and Nadine gets off. Bob 
by Crandell won't so much as buy a lottery ticket again." Then Willy notice 
d the piles of clippings sorted on the table. 

"Any luck?" 

"Not really, but I'm not sure. Anyhow, dinner should be interesting." 

To Alvirah's relief, their entire table was in attendance. She'd been afraid 
that Elyse might decide to have dinner served in her cottage. 



But the first Mrs. Hayward, still icy in her composure, was elegantly dressed 
in a dark blue ankle-length sheath. 

Barra Snow was wearing a white silk pantsuit that showed off her silver-blon 
de beauty. But she's not as gorgeous as her pictures in those ads, Alvirah 
thought-little lines were visible around Barra's eyes and mouth. 

The discussion seemed to focus on Nadine's arrest. "I hope she realizes that 
if she's convicted, she won't collect a dime of Cotter's money," Elyse said, 
an unmistakable note of satisfaction in her voice. 

"As you say, the ninth commandment must be obeyed," Alvirah prodded. 

"I mean when you think about it, if you and Mr. Hayward had patched things u 
p four years ago... I guess you did that a lot didn't you? 

Fight and make up, fight and make up? 

Then you'd be his widow. Instead of that, he turned to Nadine. 

I'm sorry for you too. We all hate to lose a husband, but there's nothing th 
e matter with being a rich widow." 

"I really don't appreciate your observations, Mrs. Meehan," Elyse said shar 
ply. "I've been made aware of your reputation as an amateur detective, but 
please spare me your ruminating." 

Alvirah made herself look distressed. "Oh, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to of 
fend you." She hoped she looked properly penitent. "I'm just so sorry for Na 
dine. I mean, she's not a golfer. 

She has such fair skin, and her son told Willy that she is the world's worst 
athlete. She's more the artistic type, I think. Anyhow, what I mean is that 
it was just bad luck for everybody that Cotter and you didn't make up, wasn' 
t it? And bad luck for her that, of all things, she carried your golf club w 
hen she went to meet him. I certainly hope she wasn't trying to throw suspic 
ion on you. But then sometimes murderers get so rattled they make mistakes." 

Elyse pointedly ignored Alvirah and her comments and began chatting exclus 
ively with the lennings couple, while Barra flirted halfheartedly with the 
former congressman. Over dessert, Alvirah was dismayed to hear that Elys 
e was leaving on Saturday. 



"I just want to get a million miles away," Elyse said. "This place is totally 
depressing, and I never played worse golf. I knew I'd be lousy today." 

Then Barra said, "I'm leaving too. There was a call from my agency. I ha 
ve to do some retakes in New York on a photo shoot for Adrian. I'm cancel 
ing my second week here." 

Alvirah found it hard not to stare at Elyse. The microphone was on, and later 
she'd have to listen to every word they'd said at dinner. 

Elyse had given something away. What was it? 

The nightly entertainment was a slide show and lecture on fourteenth-century 
Spanish art. As people drifted into the back parlor where chairs had been 
placed, Alvirah asked Min for a key to her office. "I've got more faxes co 
ming later, and I want to see them tonight." 

Min's warm smile was for the benefit of observers. When she spoke, her voi 
ce was anxious. "Six guests canceled their next week's reservation. 

They are furious at the way the media is swarming outside the gates. 

Alvirah, why couldn't Nadine have u killed Cotter with one of his own golf 
clubs? Why did she have to take one from these premises? Was she trying 
to make it look as though Elyse had committed the crime?" 

"That's what's been bugging me," Alvirah replied, nodding. 

"I don't get it either. Why replace a club with blood all over it unless you 
want it to be found?'" The next morning, at Alvirah's request, Scott Alshom 
e came to Tranquility cottage for morning coffee. 

"Are you satisfied?" she asked him point-blank. "I mean totally, completel 
y satisfied that Nadine killed her husband?" 

Scott studied the contents of his cup. "Good coffee.'" "You didn't answer Al 
virah's question," Willy told him sternly. 

Alvirah smiled to herself. She knew Willy was still a little miffed at Scott f 
or the way he'd talked to her yesterday. 



"I'm not sure I can," Scott said slowly. "Nadine has confessed. 

She had a motive, a very strong motive. There are two local telephone cha 
rges on the bill for her cottage. One was made on the ninth. That was We 
dnesday. One was made on the tenth. 

That was yesterday and would be consistent with her saying she called Cot 
ter Hayward Wednesday night and Bobby saying he tried to reach Cotter ear 
ly Thursday morning. So what have I got to doubt about her statement?" 

"Sheriff, have you ever spread a rumor to flush out a killer?" 

Alvirah asked. "I mean defense attorneys in California do it all the time to 
protect their clients, so why not do it when it might accomplish some good?" 



As he shook his head, she said persuasively, "Scott, it all has to do with the 
jewelry. Don't you see that? The jewelry is still missing. 

Let's suppose Nadine knew that Cotter Hayward was getting ready to dump her 
and staged a robbery so that at least she'd come out of the marriage with je 
welry she thought she could find a way to sell. The minute she called Bobby 
to report the loss and found out that he'd let the policy lapse, all she ha 
d to do was cancel the robbery. She called Bobby before she told Min about 
it. And let me tell you, when I met her, Nadine was frantic." 

"All right, she didn't steal her own jewelry. I'll buy that." 

"Are you sure Bobby was still in New York the afternoon of the theft?" 

"Yes. We had his movements verified." 

"Then somebody else stole that stuff, and dollars-to-doughnuts that person is 
the killer. Scott, go along with me on this, please." 

It was a beautiful day. The morning sun beamed warm and bright over the O 
lympic- sized pool and the surrounding tables with their rainbow-colored um 
brellas. At one of the tables a portable radio was tuned in to a local ne 
wscast, its volume on high. Riveted attention had replaced the quiet lang 
uor of guests who'd mixed a morning of exercise with facials and seaweed w 
raps and massages. 



The voice on the radio was reporting that there was a rumor that the sheriff 
had been keeping a lid on important evidence. 

Several clear footprints had been discovered in the wooded area near the six 
teenth hole, where Cotter Hayward had been murdered. The sheriff was said t 
o believe that they were the footprints of the killer, who apparently had be 
en hiding and waiting for Hayward. What made this discovery especially sign 
ificant was that these footprints, while clearly those of a woman, were defi 
nitely larger than the confessed killer's size, which was five and a half. 

"And the shocker," the broadcaster continued, "is that the stolen jewelry wa 
s actually paste copies, which Hayward had made when he switched insurance p 
olicies. He was always concerned that Bobby Crandell would do exactly what 
he did-cash the premium check and let the policy lapse. So it looks as if 
whoever stole the Hayward jewelry is stuck with fool's gold.'" Alvirah was n 
ot able to sit at Elyse Hayward's table this afternoon, but she did manage t 
o capture a spot at one next to it. She switched on her recorder and turned 
her chair toward Elyse, then in a voice that was sure to carry, said: "That 
's not the whole story. You know I nose around a little, and I hear they're 
so sure the killer is a guest here that the sheriff is getting a court orde 
r to check the shoe sizes of all the women at the spa. If he finds a match, 
the judge will let h.m search the cottage and belongings to look for the jewelry." 

"That's illegal," someone protested. 

"This is California," Alvirah reminded her. She leaned backwards as far as 
she dared without toppling over and was able to hear with her own ears Ely 

se saying very quietly, "How like Cotter. How very like Cotter." Then she 
pushed her chair away from the table and excused herself. 

Alvirah knew that a woman detective dressed as a spa maid would be foUowin 
g Elyse. She had another plan, however. When it was time to leave for the 
afternoon appointments, she quietly followed Barra Snow to her cottage, si 
ipped around to the patio and, flattening herself against the side of the s 
liding glass door, peered in. 

She pulled her head back as Barra looked around, then she inched forward ju 
St far enough to see Barra shove aside the portrait of Min and Helmut and d 
ial the combination of her safe. A moment later she pulled out a plastic b 
ag, the sparkling contents of which were heaped together. 

"I thought so!" Alv. ah breathed. "I thought so! Now Barra has to get rid of 



them..." 

She stepped back. Barra's cottage, hke Nadine's, was one of the farthest f 
rom the main house, a bit remote, with a wooded area behind it. Where was B 
arra going to try to dump the stuff? 

Alvirah wondered. 

I was sure it was Elyse, Alvirah thought, but then when I asked Charley Evan 
s to send me the file photos from that outing at the Ridgewood Country Club, 
I started seeing a dfflerent picture. In a couple of the photos, the way C 
otter and Barra are looking at each other tells a lot. 

Then on the tape, it's so clear that Barra persuaded Elyse to go golfing ye 
sterday. Barra was the one who sent the caddy for the clubs, knowing all a 
long what he would find. She didn't seem to care whether Elyse was implica 
ted, or if Nadine remained the prime suspect. Either way, no one would thi 
nk her involved in the murder. 

Alvirah's suspicions had been deepened when Barra had said she had to go ba 
ck for a photo shoot. Alvirah knew that wasn't true. The caption under th 
e picture referred to her as the exAdrian model. That's what had caught Al 
virah's eye. 

Plus she had made that crack about her sister getting a McDonald's franchise 
in her divorce settlement... What had Barra said? "I wasn't that lucky." I 
bet she hasn't got much money at all, Alvirah told herself. 

The question remained, however, did she do the robbery on her own? And 
how did she know the combination of Nadine's safe. 

There was only one person who could have given it to her, Alvirah realized- 
-Cotter Hayward. Would he have stolen his own jewelry to get the insurance 
money to pay off that final three million to Elyse? 

It was quiet inside the cottage. Barra must be going crazy trying to figu 
re where to dump the jewelry she believes is worthless, Alvirah thought. 
Then her reverie was abruptly broken as something small and hard was press 
ed into her back, and she heard Barra Snow murmur, "You're much too clever 
for your own good, Mrs. Meehan." 

Scott Alshome was in a bad mood. He did not like the idea of allowing fals 



e rumors to swirl around during a murder investigation. Therefore, it was n 
ot hard to look coldly furious when once again he got out of his car at the 
gates of the spa to confront the media. 

"I have no comment about the alleged footprints in the vicinity of the murder 
scene," he said, his tone frosty. "I will not discuss the rumor that the st 
olen jewelry consisted of paste copies of the Hayward gems. 

I will actively pursue discovery of the source of any leaks from my office to 
the media." 

And that much at least is true, he thought as he pushed his way past the mic 
rophones and cameras back to the car. The grounds of the spa had a deserted 
feeling. Scott knew that after luncheon was served, the serious business o 
f beauty resumed with a vengeance. Min was always after him to take a full 
day of treatment as her guest. Just what I need, he thought irritably, to b 
e wrapped in seaweed. 

He went directly to Min's office where Walt Pierce, one of his deputies. Mi 
n, Helmut and Willy were awaiting him. "Where's Alvirah?" he asked. 

"She should be here any minute," Willy told him evasively. 

"Meaning she's up to something," Scott said, congratulating himself that he 
had assigned Liz Hill, a woman deputy, to keep track of Alvirah. 

He turned to Pierce. "Any reports yet?" 

"Darva called in," Pierce told him. She followed Elyse Hayward to her cott 
age. She's got her under observation now." 

"Any indication that Hayward has the jewelry?" Scott demanded. 

"She went straight for the safe," Pierce informed him. "She had a bottle of g 
in hidden in it." 

"Gin! " Min exclaimed. "It is part of our code of honor that guests will not 
conceal liquor in the safe. The maids are instructed to report any evidence o 
f spirits in the cottages, but of course they do not have access to the safes." 

"How can our guests lose weight if they imbibe?" Helmut sighed. "How can 
they retain the fresh bloom of youth?" 



You manage, Willy thought. 

"Darva has Elyse Hayward under surveillance with her binoculars. She says 
Hay ward is crying and laughing and drinking. In other words, she's tying 
one on," Pierce continued. 

"There goes Alvirah's theory," Scott said. "If Elyse Hayward had the jewelry 
, she'd be trying to unload it. The last thing she'd be doing is getting dru 
nk. Walt, what have you heard from Liz?" 

"Mrs. Meehan is hiding on the patio of Barra Snow's cottage. 

Liz can't see the interior, just the front side opposite the patio, but so far no a 
ctivity." 

"How long has Liz been there?" Scott asked. 

"About fifteen minutes." 

The walkie-talkie Pierce was holding buzzed. He snapped it on and said, "W 
hat's up?" Then his tone changed. He looked at Min. "Deputy Hill wants t 
o know if there's another entrance to Barra Snow's cottage." 

"Yes," Min said. "That cottage has a sliding glass door from the master bed 
room to the back patio." 

Scott grabbed the walkie-talkie. "What's the matter?" He listened, then ask 
ed, "Are you wearing a maid's uniform?... All right.... Go up to the cottage. 
Make an excuse to go inside, then report back." 

Willy felt the familiar sickening lurch in the pit of his stomach that alwa 
ys grabbed him when he began to worry about Alvirah. 

A moment later the walkie-talkie buzzed again. Deputy Hill made no attempt 
to speak softly, and they could all hear her. 

"Barra Snow and Mrs. Meehan are gone. They must have left through the ba 
ck door. That's only a few feet from the woods. 

Snow must have opened the wall safe. The picture in front of it is pushed as 
ide." 



"We're on the way," Scott told her. "Try to pick up their trail." 

Willy grabbed his arm. "Where do those woods end?" 

"At the Pebble Beach Club," Min told him. "If Barra has the jewelry, she mu 
St be planning to get rid of it somewhere in those woods. It would be almos 
t impossible to find. There are more than eighty acres, and much of it is d 
ense and even swampy in places." Then, noting the look on Willy's face, she 
added hastily, "but Alvirah may simply be following her. I'm sure she is f 
ine." 

Alvirah stumbled through the thick undergrowth, prodded on by the gun in he 
r back. The lush vegetation clawed at her ankles, and countless insects bu 
zzed around her face. I attract mosquitoes, she thought. If there was onl 
y one mosquito in the world it would find me. 

"Move faster," Barra ordered. 

If I could just distract her, Alvirah thought, looking about for something to 
use as a club, anything with which to defend herself. 

She deliberately stumbled and fell to her knees, then used the moment to c 
atch her breath. "Where are you taking me?" she demanded, looking up at 
Barra Snow. 

She found it difficult to reconcile this hard-eyed, thin-lipped woman with 
the sophisticated, amusing one she'd sat at the same table with these past 
few days. It was as though Barra had donned a mask. Or maybe, Alvirah tho 
ught, her other face was the mask. 

"You killed Cotter Hayward, didn't you?" she asked. "You stole the jewelr 

y?" 

Snow pointed the gun at her. "Get up," she ordered. "Unless you want to di 
e here." 

Alvirah scrambled to obey. She had the presence of mind to turn on the reco 
rder in her pin as she got to her feet. Then, hoping Barra wouldn't notice, 

she slid the small shoulder bag down her arm, and as she began to move, let 

it drop. 



"That's better. Keep going." 

"All right. All right." Alvirah dragged her feet, hoping to leave some trace 
of a trail. It was stifling in this place, with no breeze penetrating the de 
nse foliage. She could hardly breathe. But no matter what, she needed to get 
a confession on record. "Tell me something," she panted. "Did you kill Cott 
er?" 

"Alvirah, you're so smart, you must have it all figured out. 

Just shut up and MOVE!" 

Alvirah felt the gun again, this time at the back of her head. 

"The way I figure it, you stole the jewelry and tried to make it look like a 
break-in by throwing all that stuff around. You must have really wondered wh 
y Nadine didn't report the theft." 

"I'm going as fast as I can," she gasped. "Don't keep sticking that thing in 
my neck." 

Then she continued, "The question is, why did you kill Hayward? He was me 
eting you on the golf course, wasn't he? My bet is that you were supposed 
to hand the jewelry over to him. Am I right?" 

"Yes, you're right." 

Fury and frustration resounded in Barra Snow's voice. 

Moments later, the wods thinned suddenly, and they came upon a swampy are 
a. Alvirah felt mud oozing beneath her feet. 

Directly ahead of them was a pond, all slimy water and vegetation. We hav 
e to be getting near the grounds of the Pebble Beach Club, she thought. W 
hat does she think she's going to do now? 

"I bet he gave you the combination for Nadine's safe and was going to claim 
the insurance money to pay off Ely se," she volunteered. 

"Right on all counts," Barra said. "You can stop now." 

Alvirah turned. "The thing is, why did you kill him? Was it because of th 



e way Elyse talked about him being so cheap and Nadine being left penniless 
if she ever divorced him? Maybe you thought you were better off with that 
?" She pointed to the bag of jewelry Barra was carrying. 

"Right again, Alvirah." This time Barra Snow pointed the gun at Alvirah's he 
art. "And when I tell them that I saw you dash past my cottage following a m 
an who looked like one of the caddies at the Pebble Beach Club, they'll start 
looking for the killer here, not at the spa. And I'll be back at the spa in 
time for my facial. 

"By the time they find you-if they find you, since that pond is deep, and t 
he mud sucks you down like quicksand— I'll be far away from here. 

"Now take these fake jewels in your clammy little hands. I want to get rid 
of both them and you." As Alvirah obeyed, Barra stepped back and aimed th 
e gun once again at Alvirah's heart. 

As he ran to Barra's cottage, Scott ordered that squad cars be sent to both 
sides of the woods and that deputies begin the search for Barra and Alvirah. 
"They could have gone anywhere," he snapped. "Walt, we'll split up until 
more help comes. Min, you and the Baron and Willy stay out of it." 

Ignoring the sheriffs command, Willy plunged into the thickets shouting for 
Alvirah. That woman is a killer, he said to himself, and she's getting despe 
rate. If she knows Alvirah is following her, it's better if she realizes oth 
er people are around as well, that she can't get away with another murder. 

Willy realized that the sheriff and the deputy had gone off in another direct 
ion from the one in which his instincts told him to head. Maybe I'd better v 
eer over in the direction of the ocean, Willy thought, worried now that his i 
nstincts might be wrong. 

Maybe Barra Snow would try to get Alvirah down to the beach. 

Then he saw it. Alvirah's pocketbook. He was sure she'd dropped it on pu 
rpose. Then he was able to make out where some grass was trampled. 

Yes, this was the right direction. 

He charged ahead, reaching the clearing in time to see what was happening 
but not in time to stop Barra Snow. 



As Barra pulled the trigger, Alvirah swerved, then felt a sharp pain coming 
from the vicinity of her sunburst pin. As she toppled backwards into the wa 
ter, she thought. My God, I've been shot. 

Willy lunged through the mud and grabbed Barra's arm just as she pointed the 
gun at the spot where Alvirah was starting to sink. The shot exploded into 
the air as he wrenched the gun from her hand, tossed it into the water, the 
n pushing her down, leaped after it. 

"I've got you, honey," he said, lifting Alvirah's head. "I've got you." 

Alvirah felt a pain in her shoulder. The pin, she thought. My sunburst pin 
took the bullet. She had been saved by ducking-and sheer luck! Barra's aim 
had been thrown off by her movement, and the bullet had merely grazed the pin 
. She felt the pain radiating from the point of impact, but again thought in 
wonder, I'm all right. I know I'm all right. And I've still got the jewelr 

y- 

She managed not to faint until she had the satisfaction of seeing Scott come 
charging into the clearing in time to collar Barra Snow, who was struggling 
furiously to extract herself from the mire. 

"I think the occasion calls for breaking the cardinal rule of the Cypress Po 
int Spa," Helmut said, as a maid carrying champagne and glasses on a tray fo 
llowed him into Tranquility cottage. 

Alvirah's arm was in a sling. She was comfortably ensconced on a sofa in 
the sitting room and beaming amiably at Min, Scott, Nadine and Bobby. Wil 
ly, still pale with worry over her narrow escape, was hovering over her li 
ke a mother hen. 

"I think you need rest, honey," he said for the fifteenth time in the last five 
hours. 

"I'm fine," Alvirah said, "and forever thankful that I insisted on wearing my 
pin 'just in case." Heaven knows I never thought 'just in case' would include 
getting shot at. The pin's pretty well destroyed, but the recording is still 
okay. I got Barra Snow cold." 

She beamed at the thought. 

Scott Alshome shook his head. Once again he found himself counting his bl 



essings that Alvirah Meehan lived a continent away. She attracted trouble, 
no question about it. 

He grudgingly admitted to himself, though, that Alvirah's scheme to spread 
the rumors about the footprints at the crime scene and the paste jewelry ha 
d certainly worked. If he hadn't gone along with it, Nadine Hayward would 
still be in jail, sticking to her story that she had murdered her husband- 
just to protect her son. And Barra Snow would be packing her bags and head 
ing home, leaving behind a murdered man and taking with her four million do 
liars' worth of stolen jewelry. 

He accepted a glass of champagne when offered one, and when Helmut proposed 
the toast to Alvirah, Scott gladly joined in acknowledging her valor. Nev 
ertheless, with an eye to the future, he decided it was time to say his pie 
ce. 

"Alvirah, my good friend, you have saved the day again. But I would implor 
e you to realize that if a deputy had not been following you-" "Who you pu 
t on my tail," Alvirah interrupted. "That was very clever of you, Scott." 

"Thank you. I would like to point out that you came within an inch of losi 
ng your life today, and all because you did not simply ask for help when yo 
u followed Barra Snow." 

Alvirah's attempt to look chagrined was not convincing. "I'll be honest," sh 
e said. "I was betting mostly on Elyse being the murderer. 

It just made sense. And let me tell you, there really was a love/hate relat 
ionship between her and Cotter Hayward." 

"Looking back, I agree," Nadine said quietly. "Apparently one of the things 
that attracted Cotter to me was that I didn't play golf. I gather he and E 
lyse would get into constant screaming matches about each other's games. Bu 
t after four years I think he was bored with me and missed that kind of comp 
anionship." 

"Except that he was getting it from Barra, not Elyse," Scott interjected. 
"When Elyse Hayward learned what happened this afternoon, she admitted that 
she honestly thought Cotter Hayward was getting interested in being with h 
er again. Then she sensed there was someone else in the picture, but she h 
adn't guessed that it was Barra." 



Scott turned to Nadine. He half smiled when he saw the blissfully peaceful 
look on her face and the absolute happiness emanating from her son, Bobby. 
But then he forced himself to look stem. "Nadine, you and Bobby lied fo 
r each other. It was easy to see through Bobby's attempts to cover for you 
, but please realize you could have gone to the gas chamber if a judge or a 
jury had believed your story. 

Fortunately, Alvirah did not, and I had gut-level doubts about it as well." 

"But you did leave your cottage after you went to bed the other night," Alv 
irah said. "That's why Bobby went looking for you. I never did hear where 
you went." 

Nadine looked embarrassed. "I did make a call to Cotter, but when he answer 
ed, I was so upset I just hung up. Then I went over to the lap pool and set 
tied into one of the beach chairs. I knew no one would see or hear me there 
, and I didn't want Bobby to hear me crying. I guess I was so exhausted I f 
ell asleep." 

"So that's why there was a blanket on one of those chairs," Min breathed. "I 
am glad to hear it. When it was reported to me, I did not know what to thin 
k." 

"I have a point to make," Alvirah said, and now she looked stern. 

"Nadine, I gather you're now a very wealthy woman. I'll say this right in 
front of Bobby. You won't do him any favors if you ever cover gambling deb 
ts for him." 

"I agree," Bobby said. He looked at Nadine. "Mom, I don't deserve you." 

Min arose. "I must get to the main house. Tonight I lecture on the need for 
quiet meditation as part of the overall process of achieving beauty." 

This time Willy spoke up. "Min, with all due respect, thanks for your hospi 
tality, but in the interest of achieving a little peace, we're heading back 
to New York in the morning. You can let someone on the waiting list know th 
at Tranquility cottage is available." was December 20th, and although later 
on Alvirah would call it the most awful day of her life, when it began she 
could not have felt more festive. 

At 7:00 A.M the phone rang with the joyous news that Joan Moore O'Brien had 



been delivered of her first child, a baby girl. 

"Her name is Marianne," Gregg O'Brien reported happily, "she weighs six p 
ounds, two ounces and she's gorgeous." 

Joan Moore had lived next door to Alvirah and Willy in Queens, and they had 
watched her grow up, becoming close to her and her family over the years. 
As Alvirah put it, "A sweeter girl never walked the face of the earth." 

She and Willy had maintained their contact with Joan even after their move 
to Central Park South in Manhattan and had been proud to be at her weddin 
g to Gregg O'Brien, a handsome young engineer. They regularly visited the 
young couple in their apartment in Tribeca and joined in celebrating Greg 
g's rise up the corporate ladder and Joan's promotions at the bank. They 
also shared the O'Briens' terrible disappointment when Joan suffered three 
miscarriages. 

"But now, finally, praise the Lord, they have their baby," Alvirah crowed to 
Willy as she heaped waffles on his plate. "You know I felt in my bones tha 
t this time it was going to work out. 

I'd even gone ahead and bought presents for the baby, although I really have 
to do serious shopping this morning before we go to the hospital. 

After all, we are the surrogate grandparents." 

Willy smiled affectionately at Alvirah, looking with love at the woman with 
whom he had spent the best years of his life. Her blue eyes were bright wit 
h happiness, her complexion rosy. She'd just had her hair tinted yesterday, 
so now it was again a soft red, and all the gray had been firmly routed. S 
he looked warm and comfortable in the chenille robe that followed the lines 
of her generous body. Willy smiled; he thought she was beautiful. 

"We should have had six kids," he said, "and twenty grandchildren." ' "Well 
, Willy, the good Lord didn't send them, but now we can have fun spoiling Jo 
an and Gregg's little girl. I mean, it's practically an obligation since Jo 
an's folks aren't around anymore." 

At three that afternoon, they were entering the crowded lobby of Empire Ho 
spital on West Twenty-third Street. 

"I can't wait to see the baby," Alvirah enthused, making her way past recepti 



onists too busy to notice them. 

"I can't wait to unload the presents,'? Willy commented as he strained to k 
eep his fingers from slipping out of the handles of the heavy shopping bags 
he was carrying. "Why do they have to put little scraps of clothes in such 
big boxes anyhow?" 

"Because they never heard the old saying that good things come in small pack 
ages. Oh, doesn't the lobby look cheerful? I love holiday decorations. Th 
ey're so pretty." 

"I never thought of a life-sized balloon of Rudolph the Rednosed Reindeer a 
s being pretty," Willy observed as they passed a cardboard sleigh, complete 
with balloon Santa Claus and reindeer. 

"Gregg said Joan is in room 1121." Alvirah paused for a moment. 

"There are the elevators." She hoisted one of the shopping bags she was cl 
utching and pointed down the corridor. 

"Shouldn't we get visitor's passes?'" Willy asked. 

"Joan said to come right through. They really don't bother you if you look 
as though you know where you're going." 

They just missed an elevator and were the only people waiting when the door 
s of an adjacent one opened. In her haste, Alvirah almost ran into a woman 
who stepped out of the elevator carrying an infant. The heavy scarf that 
covered the woman's head fell forward, shielding her face. 

She was dressed in a ski jacket and Ever maternal, Alvirah peeked down to 
admire the baby, who was nestled in a yellow bunting. Blue eyes opened wi 
de, stared up at her, then closed again. A yawn enveloped the pink-and wh 
ite face, and small fists waved. 

"Oh, she's gorgeous," Alvirah sighed as the woman hurried past them. 

Willy was holding open the elevator door with his shoulder. 

"Honey, come on," he urged. 

As the elevator lumbered up, stopping at every floor to take on passengers. 



Alvirah had the fleeting thought that in most hospitals, when a new mother 
and her baby were discharged, they were taken to the door in a wheelchair. 
Well, things change, she decided. 

When they reached room II2I, Alvirah rushed in. Ignoring Joan, who was sit 
ting up in bed, and Gregg, who was standing beside her, Alvirah hurried to 
the small crib against the wall. 

"Oh, she isn't here," she lamented. 

Gregg laughed. "Marianne is having a hearing test. I can vouch that she'll 
pass with flying colors. When I scraped the chair against the floor this mor 
ning, she jumped in Joan's arms and started yelling." 

"Well then, I guess I'd better pay some attention to the proud parents." Alv 
irah bent over Joan and hugged her flercely. 

"I'm so happy for you," she said as tears ran down her full cheeks. 

"Why do women always cry when they're happy?" Gregg asked Willy, who wa 
s trying to prop the shopping bags in the comer. 

"Leaky tear ducts," Willy grunted as he grasped Gregg's hand and shook it vi 
gorously. "I'm not going to cry, but I'm awfully happy for both of you too. 



"Wait till you see her," Gregg boasted. "She's gorgeous, like her mama." 

"She has your forehead and chin," Joan told him. 

"And your blue eyes and porcelain complexion and-" "Sorry folks," a voice i 
nterrupted. They all turned to see a smiling nurse standing in the door. " 
I've got to borrow your baby for a few minutes," she said. 

"Oh, another nurse already took her. Just a few minutes ago," Gregg said. 

When she saw the look of alarm on the nurse's face, Alvirah knew instantly 
that something was terribly wrong. 

"What's the matter?" Joan asked, sitting up, leaning forward, her face tur 
ning ashen. "Where's my baby? Who has her? What's going on?" 



The nurse raced out of the room, and moments later an alarm sounded thro 
ughout the hospital. An urgent voice over the loudspeaker announced, "C 
ode Orange ! Code Orange ! " 

Alvirah knew what the alarm meant, internal disaster. But she also knew it 
was too late. Her mind flashed back to the woman exiting the elevator jus 
t as they were coming up. She had been right-newborn babies and their mot 
hers do not leave the hospital unescorted. Alvirah ran from the room to ta 
Ik to security personnel, as Joan collapsed in Gregg's arms. 

An hour later, at 4:00 P.M in a small, cluttered apartment on West Ninetie 
th Street, seventy-eight-year-old Wanda Brown was comfortably propped up o 
n a shabby couch and bestowing a moist-eyed smile on her granddaughter. " 
Such a happy surprise," she said, "a Christmas visit. 

You coming all the way from Pittsburgh with your new baby! You certainly 
have put your troubles behind you, Vonny.'" "Guess I have. Grandma." The 
voice was monotone. Vonny's eyes, light brown and guileless, stared off i 
nto the distance. 

"Such a beautiful baby. Is she good?" 

"I hope so." Vonny jostled the baby in her arms. 

"What's her name?" 

"Vonny, just like mine." 

"Oh, that's nice. When you wrote and told me you were expecting, I prayed 
that nothing would happen. No girl deserves to lose a baby that way, and 
to have it happen twice." 

"I know. Grandma.'" "It was better that you left the New York area, but I'v 
e missed you, Vonny. It's obvious that the stay in the hospital really help 
ed you. Tell me about your new husband. Will he be joining you?" 

"No, Grandma. He's too busy. I'll be here a few days, then go back to Pittsb 
urgh. But please don't mention the hospital. I don't want to talk about the 
hospital. And don't ask questions. I hate questions . 

" 1 "Vonny, I never, never said a word to anyone. You know me better than 
that. I've been here five years, and not a one of my neighbors knows anyth 



ing about what happened. The nuns who visit me are wonderful, and I always 
tell them what a dear girl you are. I had mentioned that you were expecti 
ng a Christmas baby, and they've all been praying for you." 

"That's nice. Grandma." Vonny smiled briefly. The baby in her arms began 
to wail. "Shut up!" she snapped as she shook it. 

"You hear me? Shut up!" 

"Give the baby to me, Vonny," Wanda Brown pleaded. "And you go heat her 
bottle. Where are her clothes?" 

"Somebody stole her suitcase on the bus," Vonny said sullenly. "On my way 
here I picked up some odds and ends at a thrift shop, but I have to get her 
some more stuff." 

At eleven o'clock that night, sitting somberly side by side in the living r 
oom of their apartment overlooking Central Park, Willy and Alvirah watched 
the local CBS newscast. 

The lead story was the bold kidnapping of eight-hour- old Marianne O'Brien 
from Empire Hospital. 

Willy felt Alvirah tense as the anchorman said, "It is believed that the kid 
napper was observed just prior to leaving the hospital by family friends, Wi 
lly and Alvirah Meehan, who had come to visit the proud and happy parents. 

"Mrs. Meehan's description of the infant leaves little doubt that she had se 
en the O'Brien baby. Unfortunately, neither she nor her husband could provi 
de any significant details about the abductor, who apparently had disguised 
herself as a nurse. The O'Briens say she was about thirty years old, of med 
ium height, with blond hair..." 

"How come they don't talk about the yellow bunting?" Willy asked. 

"You noticed that especially." 

"Probably because the police always hold something back so that they can tel 
1 real calls from quack calls." 

Alvirah squeezed Willy's hand as she listened to the anchorman say that th 
e heartbroken mother, Joan O'Brien, was under heavy sedation and that the 



hospital had announced a news conference, during which the father would br 
oadcast a plea to the kidnapper. 

Then the newsman interrupted himself in mid-sentence. "We're going live to 
Empire Hospital for a late-breaking bulletin," he said. 

Alvirah leaned forward and squeezed Willy's hand again. 

After a moment's pause, an on-the-scene reporter spoke from the lobby of the 
hospital. "Authorities here report that the uniform of a hospital attendan 
t and a blond wig have just been found stuffed in the disposal container of 
a lavatory on the floor from which Baby Marianne was abducted. The lavatory 
is a facility reserved for hospital personnel and can be entered only by pu 
nching in a special code." The reporter paused for effect and looked intent 
ly into the camera. 

"Authorities now fear that this kidnapping may have been an inside job." 

Or that the woman knew her way around the hospital, Alvirah thought. 

Maybe she had worked or was a patient there at some time. Or she could hav 
e just been visiting someone and gotten the lay of the land, watched what t 
he nurses were doing. She was wearing a blond wig. That means we don't ev 
en know what color her hair really is. With that scarf so tight over her h 
ead, I didn't notice. 

The news bite about the kidnapping ended with a doctor giving the baby's f 
ormula and the police commissioner promising compassion and help to the ab 
ductor if the baby was returned safely. 

Anyone with any information was asked to call a number that was flashed on 
the screen. 

Willy pushed the remote control button and switched off the television; the 
n he put his arm around Alvirah, who sat next to him, shaking her head. " Y 
ou can't blame yourself, honey. 

Remember, if that woman was so desperate for a baby, she'll take care of Mar 
ianne until the police find her." 

"Oh, Willy, I can't not blame myself. You know how my antenna just natural 
ly goes up when something's out of whack. It's just that I was excited, so 



anxious to see the baby and to hug Joan and Gregg. I know there was somet 
hing, something odd that registered in those seconds when I saw that woman. 
" She shook her head again. "I just can't dig it up." Then she gasped, a 
nd her eyes brightened. "I've got it! I remember! Willy, it was the bunt 
ing, that yellow bunting. I've seen it somewhere before!" 

Long after she and Willy went to bed, Alvirah lay awake trying to remembe 
r where she had seen the yellow bunting before yesterday and why it had m 
ade an impression on her, but for once her prodigious memory seemed to be 
failing her. 

Ever since Joan had entered her eighth month and Alvirah had known that eve 
n if she delivered early, the baby would probably be all right, she had bee 
n shopping for it. 

It was so much fun looking at everything and deciding on the kimonos and s 
hirts and sacks and bonnets and receiving blankets. 

I don't think I've passed a display of baby things without window-shopping, A 
Ivirah mused. But where did I see that bunting, or one just like it? 

None of the gifts she and Willy had taken to the hospital had been opened; th 
ey had just stuck them in the closet of Joan's room. I've got to go through 
them and make a list of all the stores I was in, Alvirah decided. 

Only after settling on this course of action was Alvirah able to relax enough 
to actually fall asleep. At breakfast she told Willy her plan. 

"The thing is, you don't see buntings the way you used to," she explained. 

"People just don't seem to use them much anymore. And that this one was 
yellow and folded back to show a deep, white satin border makes it especial 
ly unusual." 

"White satin sounds expensive," Willy said. "I didn't get much of a look a 
t that woman, but the outfit she was wearing certainly looked more thrift s 
hop than custom made." 

"You're right," Alvirah agreed. "It was a sort of run-of-themill dark blue ny 
Ion jacket and dark blue slacks, the kind you'd pick off a bargain rack. I ju 
St didn't pay attention to her. I was so busy trying to get a look at the bab 
y. But you're right, a bunting with a satin border would be expensive." 



Then her heart gave a sickening lurch. "Willy, do you think she stole the ba 
by because she had arranged to sell it to someone else? If she did, there's 
no telling where they could be by now." 

She pushed back her chair and got up. "I can't waste time." 

Despite the cardboard sleigh and the balloon figures of Santa Claus and his 
reindeer, the hospital lobby had lost whatever cheery atmosphere Willy and 
Alvirah had sensed there the day before. The corridor to the bank of elev 
ators was now patrolled by a security guard, and no one without a visitor's 
pass was allowed down it. 

When Alvirah gave Joan O'Brien's name, she was firmly told that no visitors 
would be allowed to see her. Finally she convinced the receptionist to ca 
11 up to Gregg, and from him she learned that Joan had been moved from the 
maternity floor. 

"Yes, the presents are still in the closet of I12I," he said, when Alvirah exp 
lained what she needed. "I'll meet you there." 

Alvirah was stunned when she saw Gregg. He seemed to have aged ten years 
overnight. His eyes were bloodshot, and his face was etched with lines 

that creased his mouth and forehead. She was sure that any expression of 
sympathy would only make things worse; he knew how she felt. 

"Help me open these packages," she ordered crisply. "Then I'll read the la 
bels to see which stores the things came from, and you write the names down 



There were twelve stores in all, the gifts ranging from big items from Sa 
ks and Bloomingdale's, to hand-crocheted sweaters from a specialty shop o 
n Madison Avenue, to small items like nightgowns and kimonos from obscure 
shops in Greenwich Village and the Upper West Side. 

When the list was complete, Alvirah hastily stacked the purchases together a 
nd piled them into the biggest boxes. As she was closing the lid on the las 
t one, a police officer came into the room, looking for Gregg. "There's a b 
reak in the case, Mr. O'Brien," he said. "A call came in to the hot line. 
Some guy claims his cousin's wife came home yesterday with a new baby she sa 
ys is hers. Only thing is, she hadn't been pregnant." 

A look of incredible hope came over Gregg's face. "Who is he? Where is he? 



'" "He said he's from Long Island and is going to call back. But there's on 
e hitch. He thinks there ought to be a twenty-thousand dollar reward." 

"I'll guarantee it," Alvirah said flatly, even as a dark premonition told her th 
at this was going to turn out to be a false lead. 

"Vonny, the baby really needs some clothes," Wanda Brown said timidly. 

It was Wednesday afternoon. Vonny had been there a whole day and had only 
changed the baby's kimono once. "This place is drafty, and you only have o 
ne other kimono. For a baby that's two weeks old, this one is real little 
and mustn't get a chill." 

"All my babies were small," Vonny told her as she examined the nursing bot 
tie she was holding. 

"She drinks slow," she complained. 

"She's falling asleep. You have to be patient. Why not let me finish feedi 
ng her and you go shopping? Where did you get the things you bought for her 
after her suitcase got lost?" 

"The thrift shop was right down from the Port Authority. But there wasn't m 
uch left for infants, just the bunting and that.'" Vonny waved her hand at t 
he kimono and shirt that were drying on the radiator. 

"They were getting more in. I guess I could try them again.'" She got up an 
d handed the sleeping infant to her grandmother. 

As an afterthought she gave her the bottle. "It's getting cold, but don't wo 
rry. And I don't want you walking around with her." 

"I wouldn't try." Wanda Brown took the baby and tried not to show her shock 
at the icy feel of the bottle. Vonny didn't heat it at all, she thought. Th 
en she shrank back as her granddaughter bent over her. 

"Now remember. Grandma, I don't want people coming in here looking at my 
baby and handling it while I'm out." 

"Vonny, no one ever comes here except the nuns who stop by once a week or 
so. You'd love them. Sister Cordelia and Sister Maeve Marie come most oft 
en. They're always making sure that people like me have enough food, and t 



hat we're not getting sick, and that the heat and the plumbing work. Only 
last month, Sister Cordelia sent her brother, Willy, who's a plumber, here 
because there was a leak under the kitchen sink that had the whole place mu 
sty. What a nice man! Sister Maeve Marie stopped in Monday, but none of t 
hem will be back again till Christmas Eve. They're bringing me a Christmas 
dinner basket. It's always nice, and I know there'll be enough for you to 
o.'" "The baby and I will be gone by then." 

"Of course. You want to spend Christmas with your husband.'" Vonny pulled 
on her blue ski jacket. Her dark hair was tangled on her shoulders. At th 
e door she turned to her grandmother. 

"I'll pick out some nice things for her. I love my baby. I loved my other bab 
ies too." Her face twisted in pain. "It wasn't my fault." 

"I know that, dear," Wanda said soothingly. 

She waited a few minutes, until Vonny had been gone long enough to be out o 
f the building, then Wanda laid the baby on the couch and tucked her frayed 
afghan around it. Reaching for her cane, she picked up the bottle and lim 
ped into the kitchen. A baby shouldn't drink such cold milk, she fretted. 

She poured water into a small saucepan, set it on the stove, placed the bottl 
e in it and turned on the gas. As she waited for the bottle to heat, she was 
troubled by the thought of Vonny and the baby on that long, cold bus ride to 
Pittsburgh. Then another thought struck her. 

On her last visit. Sister Maeve Marie had told her that the nuns were openi 
ng a thrift shop on Eighty-sixth Street. People could get clothes very che 
ap there, or even for nothing if they were broke. Maybe she should phone t 
he sisters and tell them about Vonny losing the baby's suitcase. They migh 
t have some nice baby clothes on hand. 

When the bottle was satisfactorily warmed, she limped back to the couch. A 
s she fed the baby, gently rubbing her cheek to keep her from falling aslee 
p again, Wanda pondered the pros and cons of calling Sister Maeve Marie. N 
o, she decided, she'd wait. 

Maybe Vonny would have good luck and come home with some nice baby cloth 
es. And, after all, Vonny had said she didn't want people looking at he 
r baby. That probably even included nuns. 



The baby finished four ounces of the bottle. That's not bad, Wanda thought. 
Then she hstened intently. Was that a wheeze coming from the baby's ches 
t? Oh, I hope she's not catching cold, she thought. 

She's so little, and it would break Vonny's heart if anything happened to her.. 



The television was on the blink, so Wanda turned on the radio to catch the 
noon news. The lead story was still about the missing O'Brien baby. The 
caller who claimed his cousin had the baby had phoned again and had been 
promised a twenty -thousand dollar reward. Authorities were waiting for hi 
m to call back and make arrangements for the delivery of the money, at whi 
ch point he would take the police to his cousin's home. 

How awful, Wanda thought, as she cradled Vonny's sleeping infant. How c 
ould anyone steal someone else's baby? 

Alvirah spent the rest of Wednesday and all of Thursday going down the list 
of stores where she had purchased baby clothes. 

"Do you have, or did you carry a yellow bunting with a white satin border?" 



The answer was always no. 

Several clerks said that they didn't get many calls for buntings these days. 

Especially in yellow. And a white-satin border would be impractical. Wou 
Idn't the bunting have to be cleaned? 

I know it was yellow wool and white satin, Alvirah thought. It must have c 
ome from a specialty shop. Maybe I just saw it in a window? 

With that in mind, after she had inquired at a store where she had made a 
purchase, she walked around the immediate neighborhood in the hope that 
the window of another shop would trigger her memory. 

In the late afternoon, it began to snow, light flurries accompanied by sha 
rp, damp winds. Oh God, she thought as she headed for home, let whoever h 
as the baby be keeping her warm and dry and fed. 

The lobby of their building on Central Park South, so festively decorated 
for Christmas and Chanukah, seemed to mock her with its radiant warmth. W 



hen she got to the apartment, she made a cup of tea, phoned the hospital a 
nd was put through to Gregg. 

"I'm with Joan," he said. "She won't let them give her any more sedation. 
She knows about the call and the reward. She wants to talk to you." 

Alvirah thought her heart would break as she listened to Joan's whispered t 
hanks for putting up the reward and her promise to pay back every cent. 

"Forget the money," she said, trying to keep her tone light. 

"Just make sure Marianne's middle name is Alvirah." 

"Of course. I promise," Joan said. 

Alvirah added hastily, "I'm only joking, Joanie. It's no name for a baby, at 1 
east not in this day and age." 

Willy came in just as she hung up the phone. "Good news?" he asked hopef 
uUy. 

"I wish I thought so. Willy, if you knew your cousin's wife had someone's 
baby, and you'd been guaranteed the reward you asked for, why wouldn't you 
just say straight out where the baby is?" 

"Maybe he's worried that the cousin's wife will go crazy if they take the bab 
y from her." 

"He ought to be more worried that something might happen to the baby. 

The reward is only if Marianne is returned safely. He knows that. 

Mark my words, Willy, that caller is pulling a hoax. 

He's trying to figure out how to get the reward and disappear." 

Willy saw the misery in Alvirah's face and knew she was still blaming hersel 
f for what had happened. "I was just up with Cordelia," he said. 

"She phoned me right after you went out. She and the nuns are praying aroun 
d the clock, and she's got all her people praying too." 



Alvirah half smiled. "If I know her, she's probably saying, 'Now listen, God. 



" "Pretty close," Willy agreed. "Except now she's doing it while she works. 
Her idea of opening a thrift shop has really paid off. 

When I was by there yesterday, a bunch of people brought in good clothes in 
really nice condition." 

"Well, Cordelia won't take any worn-out stuff," Alvirah said. 

"And she's right-just because you're down on your luck doesn't mean you ha 
ve to be stuck with rags." 

"And now Cordelia has a sign out asking for games and toys for kids. 

She's even lined up more volunteers to put Christmas wrappings on whateve 
r people pick out for their children. She says kids should have packages 
to open come Christmas morning." 

"Will of iron, heart of gold, that's our Cordelia," Alvirah said. 

Then she burst out, "Willy, I feel so helpless, so damn helpless. 

Praying is important, but I feel like I should be doing more. 

Doing something... more active. This waiting is driving me looney " Willy 
put his arms around her. "Then keep busy. Go up to the thrift shop tomorr 
ow and give Cordelia a hand. It was busy when you helped out there last we 
ek. And with only two days till Christmas, it's going to be a mob scene to 
morrow." 

On the morning of December 23rd, tension reached a fever pitch at One Po 
lice Plaza at the command center for the case that had become known amon 
g insiders as the Baby Bunting Kidnapping. 

By then the entire team had come to seriously doubt the validity of the sto 
ry told by the phone caller who claimed knowledge of the whereabouts of the 
O'Brien baby. 

They had been able to keep the caller on the line long enough to trace the 
last two phone calls. Both of them came from the Bronx, not Long Island, 



and from phone booths within a few blocks of each other. Now undercover 
pohce were blanketing the vicinity of Fordham Road and the Grand Concours 
e, keeping the public phones under surveillance, prepared to close in on t 
he mysterious caller. 

Experts were studying December 20th security videotapes from Empire Hospital 
, particularly those from cameras in the lobby and the corridor to the eleva 
tors. The tape in which Alvirah and Willy could be vaguely made out reveale 
d little of the woman carrying the infant. ()nly the bunting stood out, bee 
ause of the wide satin border. There was still intense debate over releasin 
g details about the yellow bunting. Of course, every police officer in New 
York had a description of it, but as one detective argued, "Let the kidnappe 
r hear that bunting described, and it will show up in a trash can. At least 
this way there's a chance the abductor might put it on the baby when she ta 
kes her outdoors, and that one of us might spot her." 

The informant had been due to call again at ten o'clock on the 23rd. 

As Joan and Gregg O'Brien clung to each other awaiting word, ten o'clock ca 
me and went. Eleven o'clock. Then twelve, and still no call. 

At three the expected call finally came in. The caller had changed his mind. 

"I saw all those cops laying for me," he snarled. "You'll never see that k 
id again. Let my cousin's wife keep her." 

He's lying. Everyone at the command post agreed on that. He was a phony r 
ight from the start. 

Or was he? Had they botched the exchange? A few minutes later, the media 
were carrying frantic pleas. Call back. Reestablish contact. 

No questions asked. If you're wanted for a crime, you're promised leniency 
. Marianne's parents are on the verge of nervous breakdowns. 

Have pity on them. 

The baby clothes Vonny had brought back from the thrift shop near the Port 
Authority were much too big for the tiny infant. 

"They were just about cleaned out," she had said angrily. It was after the n 
oon feeding, and she was trying to pin an undershirt at the shoulders to keep 
it from sliding down the baby's arms. 



"Hold still!" she snapped at the infant. 

"Here, let me do that," her grandmother said nervously. 

" Vonny, why don't you go down to the deli and pick up a nice hot coffee and 
a bagel. You didn't eat anything for breakfast, and you always love a toast 
ed bagel." 

"Maybe I will." 

As soon as the door closed behind her granddaughter, Wanda limped to the p 
hone and dialed the apartment ten blocks away where Sister Cordelia and Si 
ster Maeve Marie lived with four other nuns. They jokingly called the apa 
rtment their miniconvent. 

One of the elderly sisters answered. Cordelia and Maeve Marie were at the 
thrift shop, she told Wanda. They were getting some wonderful donations 
and sorting them as fast as possible. Oh, yes, Maeve Marie was saying the 
y had a good supply of baby clothes. "You just send your granddaughter ov 
er and let her take what she needs." 

But when Vonny came back with her coffee and bagel, Wanda could tell that 
her mood was even blacker than before, so she did not dare to talk about t 
he thrift shop to her. She knew Vonny would guess that she had discussed 
her and the baby with someone. 

Maybe tomorrow she'll be her sweet self again, Wanda thought, then sighed. 

She'd been sleeping on the couch since Vonny arrived, and the broken sprin 
gs intensified the chronic arthritis pain that made getting around so hard. 

Nonetheless, she'd gladly given up her bed to Vonny, although she worried 

about her sleeping in the same bed as the baby. 

Suppose she rolled over on her the way she had with the first one six years 
ago, Wanda thought. Wanda would never forget that terrible night at Empire 
Hospital when they said the baby was gone. Or suppose she had one of her di 
zzy spells and fainted while she was bathing the baby, and the baby drowned. 
That had happened to the second one in Pittsburgh. It's a shame she had a 
third baby so soon after getting out of the psychiatric hospital there. Wan 
da thought. I just don't think she's ready to take care of an infant yet. 

Alvirah found that in one way it helped to be busy, to be working with her 



hands and around people. In another way, though, it was incredibly hard to 
sort and fold baby and toddler snowsuits and overalls and T-shirts and swe 

aters, all of them gaily decorated with pictures of Mickey Mouse and Barney 
the Dinosaur and Cinderella and the Little Mermaid. It brought home with 

crushing, numbing pain the realization that Gregg and Joan might never see 

Marianne wear outfits like these. 

"I'll work with the adult clothes," Alvirah told Cordelia after an hour of sort 
ing baby items. 

Sister Cordelia's steely gray eyes softened. "Alvirah, why don't you have a 1 
ittle trust in God and pray instead of blaming yourself all the time?" 

"I'll try." Tears stung the back of her eyes as Alvirah headed for the table 
where women's clothes had been stacked. Cordelia's right. Dear Lord, she t 
bought, I'm no good as a detective this time. It's up to You now. 

Alvirah usually enjoyed chatting with people. There was no one she did not f 
ind interesting in one way or another. But today she stayed at the sorting t 
ables, efficiently matching skirts and jackets that had been separated, sorti 
ng items by size and placing them on the appropriate counters. Still, it gav 
e her heart a lift to see people come in and hear them exclaim over the attra 
ctive clothing. 

As she was putting teenage skirts and tops on a size 6 table, a woman exclaim 
ed, "Everything looks so fresh. You'd think they were brand-new! My daughte 
r will be thrilled. I didn't think I could afford to get her a pretty outfit 
for the holidays, but these are so reasonable. You'd think this one came ri 
ght from Fifth Avenue ! " 

"Yes, you would." 

Alvirah stayed until the shop closed at eight o'clock. Willy had been righ 
t-being at the shop, keeping busy, had helped. Yet she couldn't shake the 
feeling that she was missing something. And that "something" was nagging, 
nagging at her all the way home. 

Willy had dinner waiting, but Alvirah found she had little appetite and coul 
d hardly swallow even a few bites of the stuffed pork chops that were his sp 
ecialty. 

"Honey, you're going to get sick," he fussed. "Maybe it wasn't a good idea f 



or you to go to the shop today." 

"No, it helped, it really did. And, Willy, you should have heard those peop 
le talk about the clothes they were selecting. One woman picked out an outf 
it for her daughter and said that it could have come right from Fifth Avenue 
, that it looked brand-new." 

Alvirah laid down her fork. "Oh my God," she said. "That's it!" 

"What do you mean?" 

"Willy, I was in the thrift shop last week. That's where I saw the bunting. 
I'm sure of it. I was working with the men's clothes at the time, but one o 
f the volunteers was matching baby clothes, and she held it up when she folde 
d it." Alvirah jumped up, all trace of lethargy gone. "Willy, the kidnapper 
must have been in Cordelia's thrift shop. 

I've got to call the police hot line." 

Christmas Eve dawned with heavy clouds gathering ominously overhead. 

Weather forecasters warned that by evening as many as six inches of snow 
would fall. A white Christmas was guaranteed. 

For Alvirah it had been a long and intensely worrisome night. 

The Baby Bunting Kidnapping squad had agreed to meet her at the thrift sho 
p at 8:00 A.M when it was scheduled to open, but her call last night to Co 
rdella had brought disheartening news. 

Last week they'd sent some of their donated clothing, including baby apparel 
, to several other outlets sponsored by the convent. 

Two were in the Bronx. Another was near the Port Authority, in midtown Man 
hattan. Until they could round up all the volunteers and then get them to 
try and remember what had been shipped where, Alvirah couldn't be sure if t 
he bunting had been sold at the Eighty-sixth Street shop or at one of the o 
ther locations. 

"I'll have as many of my volunteers as I can reach at the shop in the mom 
ing," Cordelia had promised. "Let's hope that one of them remembers what 
happened to the bunting. And keep praying, Alvirah. 



You're already getting answers." 

Alvirah had discussed the troublesome situation with Willy throughout the s 
leepless hours. "If we find out the bunting went to the Bronx, then there' 
s a strong possibility that the caller was for real and does know where Mar 
ianne is being kept. On the other hand, if it went to the shop near the Po 
rt Authority, that woman may have just stolen the baby and gotten on a bus 
to God knows where." 

By 6:00 A.M Alvirah was certain she had put in the longest night of her life. 



"I'm gonna go back today. Grandma," Vonny announced as she returned to the 
apartment at eight o'clock that morning, carrying a bag that contained tw 
o coffees and two bagels. 

She was in a good mood. Wanda could see that. Just bringing the second c 
offee and bagel for her grandmother proved it. 

Vonny could be so sweet, Wanda thought. She had yelled at the baby once d 
uring the night but then had come out from the bedroom and heated a bottle 
for her. So she was settling down. 

Wanda decided to take a chance on upsetting Vonny by protesting. "But the 
weather report isn't good, and on Christmas Eve, so many people are trave 
ling." 

Vonny smiled briefly. "I know they are, but I like that. I like to travel whe 
n there are a lot of people around." 

Wanda took another chance. "Vonny, I didn't say anything before. You were 
so disappointed that the thrift shop downtown didn't have much baby stuff. 
But you know, there's a thrift shop right in the neighborhood that my friend 
s the nuns run." She decided a small fib wouldn't hurt. "When Sister visi 
ted me the other day she said that they had wonderful clothes for children a 
nd babies. Why don't you just pick up some things before you leave? The ba 
by has a little cold, and you've got to be sure she doesn't get a chill on t 
he trip." 

"Maybe I will. What time do you expect those nuns with the Christmas bas 
ket to come by?" 



"Not before three." 

"I'm getting a two o'clock bus." 

She doesn't want to meet Sister, Wanda thought. Vonny always was a loner. 



By 9:00 A.M the investigators had interviewed all the volunteers Sister Cord 
ella had managed to gather at the thrift shop, and most important, they'd ta 
Iked to one who distinctly remembered that the box with the yellow bunting h 
ad been sent to the outlet near the Port Authority. 

"The worst possible luck," one of the detectives admitted to Alvirah. 

"If it had been sold here, we might be able to hope the abductor is in the ne 
ighborhood. If it had been sent to the Bronx, there'd still be hope that the 
caller was for real and not just an extortionist trying to latch on to rewar 
d money. We'll try to find out who sold the bunting, but even if we do succe 
ed in getting a better description of the woman, my guess is that she and the 
baby aren't in New York anymore." 

"I agree," Alvirah said quietly. "But I'm going to keep hoping anyway. 

And praying. Has anyone talked to Gregg this morning?" 

"The inspector did. There was talk of O'Brien's wife going home today, but h 
er doctor nixed it. She's so depressed, he's afraid of what might happen if 
she's not under observation at least until after tomorrow. 

Christmas is going to be one awful day for Joan O'Brien.'" "But Gregg will b 
e with her." 

"That poor guy's so exhausted, the doctor said he could fall asleep standi 
ng up." The detective nodded as he received a signal from the lieutenant. 

"We're on our way downtown now. We'll keep you posted, Mrs. Meehan. A 
nd thank you." 

I'm going to go too, Alvirah decided, then realized Cordelia was bearing do 
wn on her. 

"Alvirah, I hate to do this to you, but won't you please stay until noon? I re 



ally need the help." 

"Sure, Cordelia. What do you want me to do?" 

"Sort the baby clothes. Theyire such a jumble again. A lot of the sizes got 
mixed up last night. Some people are just so inconsiderate." 

Cordelia hesitated, then said, " Alvirah, after you called last night, we wer 
e talking about the missing baby and everything, and Sister Bemadette said 
something that I've been wondering about ever since. 

She said that someone called and asked if we had baby clothes in the thrift 
shop. The caller said her granddaughter was visiting with her new baby and 
that her suitcase with the baby's clothes had been stolen." 

"Did the caller give her name?" Alvirah asked. 

"No. Sister Bernadette is sure she recognized the voice but she can't put a 
face to it." Then Cordelia shrugged. "Are we all grasping at straws?" 

Somehow for the next hour Alvirah managed to keep a smile on her face as 
she sorted and matched and stacked the baby apparel. 

The hardest moment came when at the bottom of the leftover pile she found a 
tiny yellow wool jacket with narrow white satin ruching on the hood. It r 
eminded her of the bunting. 

Then her eyes widened. Was it possible, she wondered? Could this jacket bel 
ong with the bunting? It must. In fact, she was sure of it! 

The same fine quality wool, the satin ruching. It must have been separated f 
rom the bunting and not been included in the shipment that went to the outlet 
near the Port Authority. She would turn it over to the police. At least th 
at way they'd know the exact color and texture of the bunting. 

"Can I see that, please?" 

Alvirah turned. A woman of about thirty stood at her elbow. 

She was wearing a nondescript ski jacket and jeans. Her dark hair had a wi 
de white streak down the center. 



Alvirah felt a sickening lurch in her stomach. The woman was the right siz 
e, the right age. And no wonder she had worn a blond wig and a scarf. Any 
one would notice that bizarre hair. 

She would be easy to spot and to remember. 

The woman looked at her curiously. "You got a problem?" 

Silently, Alvirah handed the jacket to the woman. She did not want to say a 
nything. She didn't want the woman to pay attention to her, perhaps to reco 
gnize her. But then as suddenly as she had reached for it, the woman tossed 
the jacket down and hurried to the door. 

Oh God, it is her, Alvirah thought. And she recognized me. 

Not waiting to get her coat, she rushed to the door, but in her haste she trip 
ped over the pull-toy a toddler was dragging, and fell. 

"Wait!" she called. 

Hands reached to pick her up. The mother of the toddler tried to apologize 
. Alvirah brushed past them and hurried onto the street. By the time she 
got to the sidewalk, the woman was halfway down the block. 

"Wait!" Alvirah shouted again. 

The woman glanced over her shoulder and began to run. 

Passersby looked at Alvirah curiously as she pushed her way through the crow 
ded streets. Unheedful of the chill wind and the snow that was starting to 
fall, she ran, keeping the woman in sight, hoping to see a cop. 

The woman abruptly turned left on Eighty-first Street. Alvirah caught up w 
ith her when she stopped at a car that was parked in front of the Museum of 
Natural History. 

The driver of the car jumped out. "What's the matter, Dorine?" 

"Eddie, this woman is crazy. She's following me." 

The man hurried around the car and confronted Alvirah, who was panting fo 
r breath. "What's your problem?" he demanded. 



Alvirah glanced into the backseat of the vehicle. A toddler and an infant w 
ere strapped in child seats. The infant had a mass of dark hair. "I was fo 
llowing you," she gasped to the young woman, "but I see I've made a mistake. 

I'm sorry. When you picked up that little jacket, I thought you might be 
someone else. 

Then when you threw it down, I was sure you'd recognized me." 

"I put it down 'cause I could tell it's too small for my kid," she said, noddi 
ng toward the baby in the infant seat. "As for you, I never laid eyes on you, 
and the look you gave me, I thought you were nuts." 

Then she smiled broadly. "Hey, listen, it's okay. It's Christmas Eve. 

Everybody gets a little unstrung, right?" 

Alvirah slowly retraced her steps to the thrift shop. I'm chilled to the bone, 
she thought. I'll phone the police and let them pick up the jacket and I'll g 
o home. 

When she reached the thrift shop, she fended off questions the other volunte 
ers threw at her. "It was nothing. I thought I knew that woman." Then she 
headed for the table where she'd left the little yellow jacket. It was gone. 

Oh no! she thought. Tara, a teenage volunteer, was working nearby. 

"Tara, did you notice someone pick up an infant-sized yellow wool hooded j 
acket?" Alvirah asked her. 

"Yeah, just about three minutes ago. I'd helped her pick out some other stuff 
, clothes and blankets and sheets, then she spotted the jacket and was real pi 
eased. She said that the other day she'd found the rest of the outfit in a di 
fferent thrift shop. I guess it went with leggings or something. Wasn't that 
lucky?" 

Alvirah thought her knees would buckle. "What did the woman look like?" 

Tara shrugged. "Oh, I don't know. Dark hair. About your height. 

Late twenties or so. She had on a dark gray, no a dark blue ski jacket. If 
you ask me, she should have looked at the racks of women's clothes while she 



was at it." 



But Alvirah was no longer listening. For an instant she thought about takin 
g the time to call for help, but she knew that every second was vital. She 
grabbed the teenager by the hand. "Come with me."' "Hey, I'm supposed to-" 
"I said, come!" 

As they rushed out the door, Cordelia was emerging from the back room. 

"Alvirahl" she shouted. "What's wrong?" 

Alvirah took an instant to reply. "Send for the police. The kidnapper was 
here a few minutes ago." 

Columbus Avenue was crowded with shoppers. Alvirah looked around hopel 
essly and stopped. "You said the woman had taken other things. 

What did she carry them in?" 

"Two of our big white shopping bags." 

"If the bags are heavy, she won't be able to move too fast," Alvirah said, more 
to herself than to the girl. 

Tara seemed to suddenly understand what had triggered Alvirah's reaction. 
"Mrs. Meehan, do you think the jacket went with the yellow bunting the cops 
were questioning us about? The bags were so heavy that I asked that woman 
how far she had to go and she said, not too far, just up to Ninetieth Stre 
et and over a few blocks.'" Alvirah wanted to kiss Tara. Instead, she snap 
ped, "Now listen hard. You go back inside and tell all this to Sister Cord 
ella. 

Tell her to have the cops blanket the area between here and Ninetieth Street 
. Tell her we're closing in on Baby Bunting!" 

The early morning's pleasant mood that Wanda Brown had found so endearing i 
n her granddaughter did not last. The baby had started fussing after her t 
en o'clock bottle and would not be soothed. Wanda didn't dare raise the su 
bject of more baby clothes again. 

Vonny grumbled and cursed and finally, to escape the infant's wails, headed 
for the thrift shop. Now, as she hauled the heavy shopping bags through t 



he snowy streets back to her grandmother's apartment, the seven blocks from 
Eighty-sixth to Ninetieth and West End started to feel like miles. 

As she trudged angrily along, her nerves felt raw and stretched. 

"Damn kid," she said aloud. "Damn pest, just like the others." 

The baby was still screaming when she got back. Wanda, looking frayed and 
weary, held it in her arms, rocking it gently. 

"What's the matter with her now?" Vonny snapped. 

"I don't think she feels well, Vonny," Wanda said apologetically. "I think she 
's a little feverish. I don't think you should take her out today. I think it 
would be a mistake." 

Without acknowledging Wanda's remarks, Vonny crossed to her grandmother 
and looked at the baby. "Shut up!" she yelled. 

Wanda felt her throat go dry. Vonny had that look, that angry scowl, that s 
tubbom, blank expression in her eyes. Wanda had seen it before, knew how d 
angerous it could be. Still, she had to tell her. "Vonny, dear. Sister Mae 
ve Marie phoned after you left. She's coming in a few minutes with the Chri 
stmas basket. 

They started delivering them early because the weather's turning bad." 

Vonny's eyebrows molded together to form a single, angry black slash acros 
s her forehead. "Did you ask her to come early. Grandma?" 

"No, dear." Wanda patted the baby's back. "Ssh... Oh, Vonny, her chest is g 
etting raspy." 

"She'll be fine when I get to Pittsburgh." Vonny stomped into the other roo 
m with the shopping bags, then returned immediately. "I don't want to talk 
to that nun, or to show my baby to her. Give her to me. 

I'll bring her into the bedroom until that nun is gone." 

Alvirah hurried uptown, her eyes constantly roving back and forth as she pa 
ssed the intersections. Along the way she stopped passersby to ask if they 
'd seen a woman in a dark blue ski jacket carrying two white shopping bags. 



At Eighty-sixth and Broadway she lucked out. A news vendor said he had se 
en a woman of that description zigzag across the street. "She went toward 
West End," he said. 

At Eighty-eighth and West End Avenue, an old man pulling a shopping cart 
claimed a woman with white shopping bags had passed him. He said he reme 
mbered because she had set her bags down for a minute. "She was mumbling 
to herself and swearing," he said disapprovingly. "Some holiday spirit 



The first squad cars arrived as Alvirah reached Eighty-ninth Street. 

Tara had obviously given an excellent account of what had happened. 

"We're going to canvas this whole area," a sergeant told her crisply. 

"If necessary, we'll make a house-to house search. Why don't you go home 
, Mrs. Meehan?" 

"I can't," Alvirah said. 

The sergeant looked at her with compassion. "You're going to get pneumonia. 
At least sit in the squad car and stay warm. Let us take over from here." 



It was at that moment that Sister Maeve Marie came up the block, carrying a 
heavy basket. Her short veil fluttered in the wind. Like Sister Cordelia, 
she chose to wear an ankle-length habit. When she saw Alvirah talking to th 
e cop, her expression became startled. Moving as rapidly as she could, she 
hurried over. A former police officer herself, she knew the sergeant. 

"Hello, Tom," she said, then asked, "Alvirah, what's wrong?" 

When she heard, she exclaimed, "The baby's kidnapper is in the neighborho 
od? God be praised!" Immediately the cop in her took over. 

"Tom, have you sealed off the neighborhood?" 

"That's what we're doing just now, Maeve. We'll be going from door to door 
in every building, making inquiries. But please try to persuade Mrs. Meehan 
to wait in the car. She looks like she's going to keel over." 



"Alvirah won't keel over," Maeve said briskly as other squad cars screeched i 
nto the block. "Alvirah, help me deliver the baskets. Two of us can move fa 
ster. Some of our people will be more likely to talk to us than to the cops. 

The van is parked at the comer." She looked at the sergeant. "Illegally 
parked." 

It was something to do. It was action. And Alvirah knew that Maeve was rig 
ht. For fear of repercussions, old and sick people often didn't want to get 
involved by cooperating with the police, even when they might know somethin 
g critical. "Let's go," she said. 

"I have four deliveries on this block," Maeve told her. 

The first basket went to an elderly couple who had not been outdoors since 
Thanksgiving. Their neighbor did their shopping for them. 

Alvirah rang that neighbor's bell. 

When she came to the door, she talked freely. "No," she said, "I'm in and 
out all the time and I'm one to gab with people, and nobody mentioned a new 
baby in this building." Nor had she seen anybody carrying a baby in a yel 
low bunting in the neighborhood. 

The second delivery, three buildings away, was to a ninetyyear-old woman a 
nd her seventy-year-old daughter. When Maeve introduced Alvirah, they kne 
w all about her. Willy had replaced their toilet. 

"What a wonderful man," they told her. Unfortunately, they knew nothing a 
bout a baby. 

At the third house, a woman with three small children had packages under the 
tree. "All of them from the thrift shop," she confided in a whisper. "The 
kids are dying to see what's in them." 

But she too knew nothing about a woman with dark hair who had a new bab 

y- 

"This is it," Maeve told Alvirah as they shared carrying the last basket. " 
Wanda Brown is the nicest old woman. She's pretty crippled with arthritis a 
nd doesn't have any relatives except a granddaughter who lives somewhere in 
Pennsylvania. She doesn't talk about her much, but apparently the poor girl 



's experienced a lot of tragedy. She had two babies that died as infants." 

They were about to enter the building at the comer of West End and Nineti 
eth Street. Down the block they could see policemen going from house to h 
ouse. Then Alvirah and Maeve stared at each other. "Maeve, are you think 
ing what I'm thinking?" 

Alvirah demanded. 

"Sister Bemadette's call from someone asking about the thrift shop because 
her granddaughter had a new baby and no clothes for it. Oh, dear God, Alvir 
ah, I'll get Tom." 

Some raw instinct made Alvirah pull her back. "No! Let's get into that apa 
rtment now." 

Vonny stood at the window watching the police activity below. 

The baby was lying on the bed, its cries reduced to tired whimpers. 

Then she saw a nun and another woman heading for the entrance ten floors 
below. Between them, they were carrying a basket. 

Vonny went out to the living room. "I think your Christmas basket is com 
ing. Grandma," she said flatly. "Remember, not one word about me and the 
baby." 

Wanda smiled timidly. "Whatever you want, dear." 

Vonny went back into the bedroom. The baby was asleep. 

Lucky for you, she thought. 

"It's a three-room apartment," Maeve whispered as she rang the bell and cal 
led, "It's me, Wanda, Sister Maeve Marie." 

Alvirah nodded. Every ounce of her being was vibrating. 

Please, dear Lord. Please! 

The bell, a loud and raucous sound, echoed through the apartment. In the 
bedroom, the startled infant jumped and began to wail. An angry Vonny gra 



bbed a sock, bent over the bed and scooped up the baby. 

Wanda Brown made her painful way to the door. Smiling nervously, she gre 
eted Sister Maeve. "Oh, you're too good," she sighed. 

"Mrs. Meehan is helping me deliver the baskets," Maeve told her. 

Alvirah brushed past the older woman, carrying the basket of food into the ap 
artment. Her eyes raced over the small foyer and the cluttered living room. 

But there was no one else there. She could see into the kitchen. Pots were 

stacked on the stove, dishes piled on the table. 

But she could see nothing to indicate the presence of a baby. 

The bedroom door was ajar, and through the narrow crack she could make ou 
t the unmade bed and two sides of the narrow room. It had to be empty. 

She scrutinized the living room. There was nothing here to indicate the pres 
ence of a baby, either. 

"Wanda," Maeve was asking, "were you the one who called about your grandd 
aughter needing clothes for her baby? Sister Bernadette thought she reco 
gnized your voice." 

Wanda paled. Vonny was up to her old tricks, hiding behind half-opened doo 
rs and listening. She'd be furious. And Vonny in one of her rages ... 

"Oh, no," Wanda said, her voice quavering. "Why would I do that? I haven't 
seen Vonny in nearly five years. She lives in Pittsburgh." 

Alvirah knew that the look of intense disappointment in Maeve's eyes was m 
irrored in her own. 

"Well, enjoy Christmas," Maeve said. "We'll leave the basket on the kitchen t 
able. The turkey is still warm, but be sure to refrigerate it after you've ha 
d dinner." 

Alvirah's sense of urgency was overwhelming. Her premonition that the baby 
was in danger seemed stronger than ever. She wanted to get out of that ap 
artment, to keep looking for her. 

She hurried across the room with the basket, carrying it into the kitchen. T 



hen, as she turned, the sleeve of her sweater caught the door handle of the r 
efrigerator, and the door swung open. She was about to close it when her eye 
s fastened on a half-empty baby bottle on the top shelf. 

"You did make that call!" Alvirah yelled at Wanda as she burst back into t 
he living room. "Your granddaughter is here. Where is she? 

What did she do with Marianne?" 

Wanda's terrified glance at the bedroom was enough to give Alvirah the an 
swer she needed. With Maeve on her heels, she charged toward the door. 

Vonny stepped out from behind it. She was holding the baby at arm's lengt 
h in front of her. The infant's mouth was gagged with an old sock and her 
eyes were bulging. "You want her," Vonny screamed. "Here, take her!" 

Alvirah had just enough time in that split second to raise her arms, pluck t 
he infant from midair and cradle it to her breast. An instant later, Maeve 
had yanked the gag from around Marianne's mouth, and the blessed wail of an 
angry infant filled the apartment. 

The ambulance raced down Ninth Avenue, its siren blasting as it rushed tow 
ard Empire Hospital. The medic in charge was bending over Marianne, who, 
securely strapped on the stretcher, was staring up at him. 

"She's a tough little bird," he said happily. "Other than a slight cold, I'd 
say she seems to be in remarkably good shape, considering the adventure she' 
s been through." 

Alvirah was sitting beside the stretcher, her eyes firmly fixed on the baby. 
Sister Maeve Marie was seated next to her wreathed in smiles. 

Alvirah still could not believe that it was over, that Marianne was safe. Her 
hands still tingled with the impact of catching the baby, of feeling that littl 
e heart fluttering beneath her fingertips. 

Everything that had happened after that point was still something of a blur 
. She remembered snatches of things— Vonny running to her grandmother, cry 
ing that she didn't mean to hurt the baby, that she never meant to hurt any 
of her babies; Maeve hanging out the window and yelling to the cops below; 
the cops rushing into the apartment; the crowds of people and the cameras 
and reporters that materialized on the street in the few minutes it took th 



e ambulance to appear. It was a jumble of images, like a crazy, dizzying, 
wonderful, happy dream. 

The ambulance pulled into the driveway of the hospital, and as soon as it h 
ad stopped, the doors were thrown open by waiting attendants. As hands rea 
ched in to take the baby, Maeve stood and said firmly, "There's only one pe 
rson who should hand that baby back to its mother, and that is Alvirah Meeh 
an.'" Less than a minute later, as cameras clicked and onlookers cheered, A 
Ivirah strode triumphantly into the lobby of Empire Hospital, holding Maria 
nne, now snugly wrapped in the yellow bunting. Minutes later she laid her 
small charge in the yearning arms of a radiantly happy Joan O'Brien. 

"It certainly didn't take you long to bounce back," Willy observed as he a 
nd Alvirah walked home arm in arm along Fifth Avenue from St. Patrick's Ca 
thedral. They had just attended Christmas morning Mass, which seemed espe 
cially joyous this year. 

"Isn't that the truth," Alvirah responded, shaking her head. 

"Oh, Willy, I've never had a better Christmas. At Mass I prayed for that g 
irl, Vonny. I know she's sick and needs help, and she deserves to get it. 
But let me tell you, my throat closed at the thought of putting in a good 
word for that skunk who called with all those false messages. But then I d 
ecided that since the cops had tracked him down, and I know he'll pay for w 
hat he did, I'd go ahead and mention him.'" She looked around. "Isn't New 
York beautiful with the snow on the ground and the store windows all decora 
ted? Tomorrow morning I'm going shopping again for Marianne— after, of cou 
rse, I write a report on the Baby Bunting Case for the Globe. 

But today...'" Alvirah smiled. "Today I just want to savor the miracle." 

"That Marianne is okay?" 

"That she's okay because of the way everything happened. I realized she was 
in that apartment only because my sleeve happened to catch on the handle of t 
he refrigerator door, and that handle happened to be loose. That's the mirac 
le, Willy. If that handle hadn't been so loose, if that door hadn't opened s 
o easily, if I hadn't seen that baby bottle..." 

Willy laughed. "Honey, be sure to mention that to Cordelia at dinner tonig 
ht. When I fixed the leak in Wanda Brown's kitchen last month, I noticed t 
hat handle was loose and promised to come back and fix it. 



And only last week Cordelia was bugging me about it, asking when I was goi 
ng to get back there. But then you kept me so busy shopping and carrying 
packages, I just never got a chance." He paused. "I see what you mean. 
A miracle." 



AUTHOR'S NOTE. 

descent and constantly draws on her Irish background to create the character 
s in her books. "This was never more true than in the case of Alvirah and W 
illy," she says. 

"Alvirah and Willy had worked all their lives-she as a cleaning woman and 
he as a plumber. Never having had children of their own, they lavished t 
heir affection on family members, friends and the needy. A couple who liv 
ed next door when I was growing up in the Bronx were my inspiration for Al 
virah and Willy," she recalls. 

"Their names were Annie and Charlie Potters. Charlie, whom Annie always r 
ef erred to as 'my Charlie,' was a big, good-looking Irish cop. 

Annie had dyed red hair, a jutting jaw and a warm heart. What Annie couldn 
't wear she carried, and she'd sail out bedecked from head to toe in mismat 
ched outfits, sure she was stepping out of the pages of Vogue. 

Annie and Charlie were wonderful neighbors, and I hope I have caught somet 
hing of their essence in Alvirah and Willy. 

' Winning the lottery changed the way Alvirah and Willy lived. 

But it never changed Alvirah and Willy's innate wisdom about what really mat 
ters in life." 



